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INTRODUCTION 


MRS.  SAMUEL  H.  BENTON,  the  author  of  Geber,  died  on 
the  23rd  of  September,  1899.  In  July  last,  shortly  after 
the  book  had  been  accepted  by  the  publishers,  Mrs. 
Benton  was  attacked  by  pneumonia,  from  which  she  ral 
lied,  only  to  be  seized  by  acute  tuberculosis.  She  was 
taken  to  Saranac  Lake,  in  the  Adirondacks,  where  she  im 
proved  to  an  extent  which  led  her  to  hope  that  she 
might  be  removed  to  her  dearly  loved  California. 

In  September  we  were  watching  for  her  coming,  and  a 
letter  came  to  me  from  her,  saying,  that  she  was  "  coming 
back,  if  I  am  well  enough  (!),  to  that  home  in  your  sun 
shine  country,"  the  home  where  we  had  made  her  so 
welcome  on  her  marriage, — when  the  telegram  came,  that 
all  was  ended. 

Amidst  sorrow  over  her  untimely  death,  for  she  was 
only  fairly  entered  on  life,  one  recollection  fills  me 
with  comfort — it  is  that  she  was  supremely  happy  in  her 
married  life — her  letters  to  me  well  over  with  the  joy  of 
perfect  trust  and  content. 

Mrs.  Benton  was  not  able  to  read  the  proofs  of  her 
work,  but  it  has  not  been  edited  or  revised,  and  is  pub 
lished  as  it  was  written. 

It  may  be  of  interest  to  the  reader  to  learn  that  the 
story  grew  out  of  a  poem  which  Mrs.  Benton  had  planned 
to  write.  But  as  her  researches  brought  forth  a  wealth 
of  material,  and  developed  the  possibilities  of  a  novel, 
embodying  the  story  of  this  time  of  romance  ;  and  she 
found  that  no  one,  apparently,  had  preceded  her  in  the 
field  ;  she  took  the  character  of  Geber  and,  around  it  as  a 
central  figure,  constructed  her  plot. 
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The  circumstances  under  which  the  book  was  accepted 
are  unusual.  It  was  picked  up  by  one  of  the  publishers,  on 
its  submission,  and  examined  with  a  curiosity  aroused  by 
a  first  work  of  such  length.  One  chapter  was  read,  and 
then  another,  and,  finally,  the  manuscript  was  read  from 
cover  to  cover,  although  the  reader  was  pressed  for  time, 
the  publishers  being  then  engaged  in  moving  their  offices. 
On  account  of  the  length  of  the  book,  it  was  submitted 
to  three  readers,  all  of  whom  approved  it. 

A  notable  feature  of  the  book  is  the  number  of  original 
poems  which  the  author  has  used  to  illustrate  her  mean 
ing  and  make  complete  her  work.  They  are  presented 
naturally,  in  accordance  \vith  the  demands  of  the  story, 
and,  it  is  believed,  breathe  the  spirit  of  the  time  and  its 
verse. 

In  an  Easter  poem,  published  some  time  ago,  Mrs. 
Benton  wrote,  what  may  fittingly  be  her  epitaph  : 

I  wonder  if  the  anguished  moon  looked  down 

Through  all  that  last  long  night 
And  buried  in  her  scarred  breast,  lean  and  brown, 

The  memory  of  that  sight ! 
I  wonder  if  th'  uneasy  birds  awoke 

As  glowed  that  strange,  great  light 
Which  paled  the  purpled  Kast  where  morning  broke 

And  sang  inspired  by  God's  own  breath, 

"  There  is  no  death  !     There  is  no  death  !  " 

There  is  no  death,  O  Hearts  that  throb  in  vain 

With  longing,  pulsing  tide, 
Or  in  love's  fullness,  nigh  akin  to  pain, 

Unfearingly  abide ; 
There  is  no  death,  C)  Soul  whom  niggard  fate 

Has  left  unsatisfied, 
The  cycles  swing  and  joys  those  lips  await 

Who  oft  have  sung  on  earth  in  pain, 

"  I  rise  again  !     I  rise  again  1  " 

No  sacrifice,  O  Self,  can  blot  thee  out, 

Or  satisfy  the  debt 
Which  binds  thee  to  the  usurer  of  doubt 

With  interest  of  regret ! 
Still  is  not  life  to  even  thee  denied  ; 

One  way  remaineth  yet — 
As  was  thy  Christ,  must  thou  be  crucified. 

But  with  those  wounds  in  hands  and  feet 

E'en  Self  finds  resurrection  sweet ! 


INTRODUCTION 

Rejoice,  O  Soul  whose  work  is  just  begun, 

That  all  time  lies  before  ! 
Rejoice,  O  Heart  whose  treasures  all  have  won 

That  dimmer,  farther  shore  I 
The  stone  that  angels  moved  away  that  night 

Was  rolled  from   Heaven's  door  : 
Awake  and  stand  forth  in  hope's  sudden  light, 

And  sing  as  sang  the  birds  that  morn 

"  There  is  no  death,  for  life  is  born  I  " 


"  Rejoice,  O  Soul  whose  work  is  just  begun, 
That  all  time  lies  before  !  " 


JESSIE  BENTON  FREMONT. 


Los  ANGELES,  CALIFORNIA, 
December,  1899. 


PREFACE 

IN  offering  this  story  to  the  public  I  am  giving  the 
results  of  months  of  labour  expended  in  a  field  which,  so 
far  at  least  as  I  can  ascertain,  has  never  before  attracted 
the  attention  or  effort  of  the  story-teller,  since  the  pro 
duction  of  the  time-honoured  "Arabian  Nights."  With 
out  laying  any  claim  to  erudition,  or  even  to  an  intimate 
knowledge  of  Arabia  and  Arabians,  beyond  what  I  have 
acquired  by  honest  and  unceasing  study  of  the  materials 
within  my  reach,  I  have  yet  tried  to  place  before  those 
who  may  be  my  readers  a  true  picture  of  the  time  and 
characters  of  which  I  write. 

In  doing  so,  I  have  followed  history  as  exactly  as  pos 
sible,  and  where  authorities  have  clashed  in  time  or  state 
ment  of  the  sequence  of  events,  I  have  accepted  the 
evidence  of  the  majority.  An  outline  of  the  historical 
plot  of  the  reign  of  the  khalif  Harun  al  Raschid  and  his 
relations  with  the  Barmek  family  can  be  readily  obtained 
by  reading  Sir  William  Muir's  history  of  the  decline  of 
the  khalifate.  Beyond  his  concise  and  interesting  record 
of  these  half-forgotten  times  and  characters,  I  am  indebted 
for  the  customs  and  historical  occurrences  set  down  in 
these  pages  to  the  following  authors  :  Ainsworth,  An- 
thon,  Abulfeda,  Baillie,  Barker,  Boyne,  Carne,  Crichton, 
Crowder,  Crosby,  Davey,  Doughty,  Dubeux,  Eckfeld, 
Farr,  Fraser,  Gibbon,  Harvey,  Hitch,  Irving,  Hallam,  La- 
croix,  Lane,  Lavoisne,  Law,  Longman,  Lott,  Malcolm, 
Martineau,  Mangetus,  Millar,  Mills,  Meiners,  Niebuhr, 
Ockley,  Osborne,  Pinkerton,  Richardson,  Rimmel,  Riving- 
ton,  Roback,  Sale,  Shaw,  Snowden,  Smith,  Strabo,  Swin- 
ton,  Thomson,  Tischendorff,  Tytler,  Upton,  Voltaire, 
Warren,  Weil,  Wellsted,  Ware,  Webb. 

New  York,  July.  1899.  KATE  A.    BENTON. 
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A  TALE  OF  THE  REIGN  OF  HARUN  AL  RASCHID, 
KHALIF  OF  BAGHDAD 


CHAPTER  I 

Those  dear  abodes  which  once  contained  the  fair 

Amidst  Mitata's  wilds  I  seek  in  vain  ; 
Nor  tower  nor  tents  nor  cottages  are  there, 

But  scattered  ruins  and  a  silent  plain. 

LEBID. 

THE  traveller  of  to-day  who  visits  the  dirty,  straggling, 
little  town  of  Tersous  on  the  Cydnus,  finds  little  to 
remind  his  imagination  that  this  is  the  Tarsus  of  the 
apostle  Paul,  one  of  the  famous  marts  of  the  world,  an 
ancient  centre  of  learning  and  culture  only  rivalled  by 
Alexandria  or  later  by  Baghdad  ;  a  city  considered 
worthy  of  a  visit  by  the  luxury-loving  Cleopatra  and  the 
enchained  Marc  Antony,  in  a  gilded  galley  with  sails  of 
purple  silk  and  oars  of  silver.  He  will  scarcely  now  find 
the  footprint  of  winged  Pegasus  on  the  first  slopes  of 
bold  Taurus,  and  no  one  will  tell  him  that  only  here 
could  Apollo's  sacred  sword  be  cleansed  in  the  cold,  swift 
waters  of  the  Cydnus. 

If  he  remains  until  summer  he  will  learn  that  then 
fever  spreads  its  fetid  net  from  the  lake  and  he  will  flee 
with  the  owners  of  the  little  vineyards  and  farms  to  the 
coolness  and  dryness  of  the  mountains,  where  he  may  ex 
plore  at  his  leisure  the  grotto  of  the  Seven  Sleepers  and 
surmount  the  bold  precipices  and  rugged  grandeur  of 
the  seven  ranges  of  hills. 

When  he  ventures  back  upon  the  plain  in  the  fall,  he 
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may  inspect  the  great  white  marble  amphitheatre  with  its 
hundred  columns,  connected  by  wreaths  each  ending  in 
a  tragic  masque  ;  he  may  visit  the  tombs  lying  beyond 
the  city  to  the  eastward  and  he  may  examine  the  old 
castles  along  the  coast ;  but  before  he  finally  turns  his 
back  upon  this  monument  of  a  forgotten  greatness,  he 
will  certainly  be  inspired  to  view  those  singular  ruins 
which  have  so  entirely  baffled  antiquarians  and  archae 
ologists  of  to-day. 

The  solid  walls  are  twenty-one  feet  wide  and  twenty- 
three  feet  high.  At  the  north  is  a  second  wall  which, 
however,  lies  unfinished.  The  finished  wall  incloses  a 
rectangular  space  three  hundred  feet  long  and  one  hun 
dred  and  fifty  wide,  in  which  at  either  end  is  a  solid  mass 
of  masonry — two  parallelograms  of  unequal  measure 
ments,  but  of  the  same  height  as  the  surrounding  walls. 

The  Turkish  soldiers  have  broken  through  the  outer 
walls  and  have  dug  holes  in  the  inner  surface  for  the 
support  of  tent-poles.  Several  attempts  have  been  made 
to  force  the  secret  built  into  those  piles  of  stone.  The 
Frenchman  who  finally  succeeded  in  reaching  the  centre 
of  the  smaller  one  found  concealed  therein  nothing  but 
water.  The  wall  is  but  the  inner  groundwork  of  a  wall 
as  it  stands  to-day,  the  facing  having  evidently  been  re 
moved  ;  but  defaced  and  mutilated  as  it  now  is,  it  still 
has  strength  to  hold  untold  in  its  grim  and  silent  grasp 
the  secret  of  centuries. 

It  was  the  last  day  in  the  month  Ramadan,  the  Lent 
of  the  Moslem.  It  was  winter  and  the  winds  that  blew 
across  the  Cilician  plains  were  fresh  and  cool  from  the 
snows  of  Mount  Taurus.  But  under  the  pines  at  the 
mountain's  foot  the  arbutus  was  already  pushing  its  first 
bronze  leaves  through  the  softening  soil,  and  above  at 
the  edge  of  the  line  of  snow  the  crocus  and  snowdrop  crept 
hopefully  into  the  world.  The  walls  of  the  rectangle 
stood  then  as  now,  save  that  their  surfaces  were  faced 
with  finest  African  and  Italian  marbles,  plain  in  colour 
toward  the  town,  but  mosaical  upon  their  inner  sides 
in  strange,  geometrical  designs— strange  to  that  time  and 
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that  people.  The  two  great  parallelograms  of  stone  also, 
as  at  present,  stood  at  either  end  of  the  inclosure.  *  The 
larger  one  was  faced  with  a  stone  finishing  of  dazzling 
purity,  the  solid  whiteness  of  the  great  block  relieved 
only  by  two  bands  of  sculptured  figures  at  top  and 
bottom.  These  figures  might  have  told  a  story  to  one 
holding  the  key,  as  the  Egyptians  tell  us  their  tales  to 
day  after  three  thousand  years  of  time,  but  the  great 
gates  at  either  end  of  the  north  wall  were  kept  securely 
locked  and  no  stranger's  eyes  were  ever  permitted  to 
dwell  upon  the  bas-reliefs. 

The  second  parallelogram  was  smaller  and  evidently 
unfinished.  Indeed,  the  building-tools  and  a  pile  of 
material  lay  near,  as  if  the  builder  had  but  just  left  his 
work.  The  space  between  was  laid  out  in  a  garden. 
Those  trees  which  winter  denuded  of  their  foliage  were 
already  putting  forth  new  shoots  in  the  promise  of  an 
early  spring.  Walks  wound  around  the  playing  fountains, 
palms  reared  their  lofty  crowns  in  feathery  clumps  and 
birds  flew  noisily  from  tree  to  tree,  settling  for  the  night. 
The  centre  of  the  eastern  wall  was  connected  with  the 
flat  roof  of  an  adjoining  house  by  a  covered  bridge  ending 
in  a  gate  at  the  wall.  This  gate  stood  widely  open  to 
night,  contrary  to  the  usual  custom,  affording  a  view  of 
the  house-top,  the  living-room  and  even  the  sleeping- 
room  of  Moslems  in  the  warmer  season. 

An  old  man  was  leaning  against  the  carved  balustrade 
which  guarded  the  edge  of  the  wall.  His  age  may  not 
have  been  as  great  as  at  first  appeared,  for  while  his  long 
beard  was  of  a  silvery  whiteness,  his  dark  eyes  glowed 
with  the  vigour  of  youth  under  the  shadow  of  his  scarlet  tur 
ban  and  his  tall  figure  was  erect  and  expressed  conscious 
power  and  authority.  To-night  his  age  was  drawn  in 
weary  lines  about  his  eyes  and  he  leaned  heavily  upon 
the  railing  as  he  watched  the  sun  gather  her  last  jewels 
into  the  casket  of  the  darkness. 

"  The  night  will  fall  deeply,"  he  mused.  "  How  the 
shadows  stoop  and  lean  in  a  devil's  troop  from  the  corners 
of  the  sky,  clutching  the  failing  light  with  their  strangling 
fingers !  I  know  not  why  the  struggle  fills  me  now  with 
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a  sense  of  pain,  now  that  I  have  watched  the  self-same 
strife  so  many  nights  and  know  well  that  every  morn  will 
bring  another  birth  of  day  and  another  sun.  What  if 
this  seeming  death  is  but  an  unrecognised  form  of  life, 
tranced  in  its  chrysalis?  Were  the  life  of  one  born  in  the 
first  tide  of  the  spring  to  be  compressed  into  the  span  of 
the  four  seasons,  would  he  not  cry  out  in  mortal  fear, 
'  This  is  the  end,  the  death  of  the  world  !  '  when  his  first 
winter  crept  chillingly  upon  his  consciousness,  blighting 
the  flowers,  tearing  the  leaves  from  the  trees  and  wrap 
ping  the  iron  earth  in  the  white  emblem  of  mourning? 
We  who  have  seen  the  frozen  year  renew  its  youth  in 
spring,  anticipate  the  recurring  miracle  without  fear,  until 
for  us  the  Winter  of  Life  puts  out  its  .stilling  hand  to  lay 
it  upon  our  hearts.  Then  we  too  shrink  and  tremble  and 
are  afraid,  doubting  the  Spring.  Are  the  trees  affrighted 
when  they  feel  winter  in  their  veins;  and  do  they  rejoice 
with  the  spring's  awakening  to  new  life,  even  as  the  fol 
lowers  of  the  Prophet — may  Allah  compassionate  him  ! — 
hope  to  awaken  in  Paradise?  Who  holdeth  the  clue  to 
that  eternal  rebellion  of  the  human  heart  against  the  uni 
versal  doom,  decay  !  The  death  of  a  day  or  the  death  of 
a  friend  filleth  us  with  a  foreboding  fear  at  whose  cry  a 
horde  of  doubts  descend  on  bat-like  wings  and  flap  out 
the  feeble  light  of  faith.  Could  I  but  stay  this  settling 
pall  of  gloom  like  Joshua,  or  command  the  valley  of  the 
dead  to  be  again  instinct  with  life  as  did  Ezekiel,  it  would 
indeed  be  of  greater  profit  to  humanity  than  this  trans 
muting  stone  for  which  I  have  toiled  so  many  years  and 
which  now — " 

"  Father ! " 

He  turned  hastily.  The  girl  who  had  approached  him 
unnoticed  was  older  and  more  mature  in  expression  than 
was  usual  in  the  unmarried  woman  of  this  country  which 
developed  its  blossoms  of  womanhood  in  a  magically  short 
period,  often  seeing  its  maidens  wives  at  eight  years  of 
age.  She  had  too  a  lighter  skin  and  hair  than  was  com 
mon  among  Arab  girls  ;  her  eyes  were  grey  and  she  carried 
herself  with  a  haughty  pride  which  accented  her  aquiline 
features.  Her  brown  hair  was  braided  in  many  plaits 


GEBER  5 

twisted  with  a  safa  of  coins  which  tinkled  in  a  gentle 
music  as  she  walked.  Upon  her  forehead,  set  in  a  silken 
ribbon,  was  bound  a  crimson  gem  which  gave  out  brilliant 
points  of  light  even  in  the  half-light  of  the  evening;  her 
furred  robe  of  scarlet  was  caught  upon  the  shoulder  with 
its  match  in  colour  and  light.  She  was  followed  by  a  slave 
girl  bearing  a  silver  salver. 

"  I  have  brought  thee  food,  father,"  she  said,  kissing 
his  right  hand  in  the  child's  customary  observance  of 
respect  to  the  parent.  "  The  sun  is  down  and  Mohurrum 
is  begun.  Thou  hast  not  broken  fast  since  sunrise,  nor 
slept  as  I  have  done,  to  pass  the  time  away.  Eat,  my 
father,  that  I  may  also  go  and  eat  in  peace."  For  the 
women  of  a  Moslem  house  might  not  eat  until  they  had 
served  their  male  relatives  of  the  household.  The  man's 
moody  brow  relaxed  as  his  eyes  fell  upon  her  attire. 

"  Well  art  thou  named  '  Yacuta,  the  Ruby,'  "  he  said. 
His  tones  were  deep  and  mellow.  He  looked  now  at  the 
slave  who  stood  holding  the  salver  in  unwearied  grace  of 
posture.  Her  eyes  were  cast  down  so  one  could  not  judge 
of  their  liquid  depths.  The  mouth  was  small  and  full  of 
vivid  colour,  the  chin  was  firm  and  dimpled.  The  long 
lids  and  narrow,  arched  brows,  the  clear  olive  cheek,  the 
delicate  ear  and  neck,  were  all  cast  in  one  of  Beauty's 
rarest  moulds — an  artist  who  does  not  take  into  account 
the  predestined  station  of  her  work,  and  who  often  be 
stows  charms  upon  the  slave  that  she  withholds  from  a 
princess  of  the  blood.  The  slave's  brow  was  open  and 
pure  and  her  blue-black  hair  was  gathered  into  a  graceful 
knot  at  her  neck.  She  was  totally  without  ornament, 
and  her  long-sleeved  tunic  clung  to  her  perfect  form  with 
a  simplicity  which  arted  as  a  foil  to  the  magnificence  of 
her  mistress. 

"  Set  the  tray  down,  Gulnare  !  "  commanded  the  man 
sharply.  Turning  to  his  daughter  he  smiled  indulgently. 
"Go  and  eat,  Yacuta ;  I  will  break  my  fast,"  he  said. 
"  Do  not  remain  longer  now  ;  I  would  be  alone." 

Yacuta  kissed  his  hand  again  and  withdrew.  His  eyes 
still  followed  them  when  mistress  and  slave  passed  from 
sight  within  the  gate. 
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"Spawn  of  a  hypocrite  and  a  murderer!"  he  said 
through  closed  teeth  and  looking  after  the  slave ;  "  I 
would  that  I  could  kill  thee  !  " 

Night  in  all  its  sombreness  had  fallen  many  hours  since, 
and  the  motionless  figure  upon  the  wall  had  long  been 
outlined  against  the  stars  of  the  winter  sky,  when  there 
was  a  sudden  commotion  at  the  outer  gate  of  the  house. 
He  lifted  his  head  and  listened  intently  and  immediately 
heard  a  loud  summons  upon  the  closed  gate  leading  to 
the  house.  He  approached  the  gate  and  opened  a  little 
wicket  set  in  its  panelling  at  the  height  of  a  man. 

"  Who  hath  need  of  me  ?  "  he  demanded. 

"  May  your  days  be  as  milk,  oh  righteous  and  merciful 
Master !  "  replied  the  agitated  voice  of  a  slave  without. 
"A  stranger  demandeth  entrance  and  will  not  be  denied. 
He  weareth  the  blue  turban,  gracious  Lord,  which  be- 
speaketh  him  to  be  a  Christian  ;  and  Harun  the  King 
hath  no  great  love  for  Christians.  The  stranger  bade  me 
say  that  Samuel  of  Antioch  would  have  instant  speech 
of  thee  upon  a  matter  concerning  life  and  death." 

"  And  thou  hast  stood  chattering  here  with  thy  sur 
mises,  fool,  instead  of  delivering  the  words  given  thee  to 
say  !  My  mind  is  sorely  moved  to  give  thee  a  stripe  to 
morrow  for  each  word."  He  hastily  unlocked  the  gate 
and  strode  through,  closely  followed  by  the  cringing 
porter.  "  Bring  the  man  here  upon  the  housetop,  and 
see  that  thou  linger  not  upon  the  way  or  thy  back  shall 
pay  for  thy  heels  !  " 

In  a  few  moments  the  breathless  slave  reappeared, 
ushering  into  his  master's  presence  a  man  slight  and  spare 
of  figure,  with  keen  grey  eyes  and  a  sweet  mouth  un 
hidden  by  the  beard  of  the  follower  of  the  Prophet.  For 
a  moment  the  two  men  stood  silent,  regarding  each  other, 
then  the  stranger  spoke. 

"  Peace  be  with  thee  and  with  all  thy  household,  Geber 
ibn  Musa  Dschabir  ibn  Abdallah  al  Tarsusi!"  He  laid 
his  right  hand  over  his  heart  and  bent  low  so  that  his  face 
was  hidden. 

"  And  with  thee,  peace  !  "  Geber's  voice  was  cold  and 
a  sternly  controlled  emotion  burned  in  his  deep  eyes. 
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The  slave  reappeared  with  refreshments  which  he  laid 
upon  one  of  the  little  inlaid  tables,  and  at  a  motion  from 
his  master  withdrew  again  from  sight.  Geber  himself 
poured  water  over  his  guest's  hands  and  then  with  a 
courteous  gesture  invited  him  to  eat  of  the  bread  and 
fruit.  But  now  the  stranger  paused  and  fixed  his  keen 
eyes  on  the  other's  face. 

"  I  know  thy  customs,  Geber,  and  what  it  meaneth  to 
thee  if  a  man  eat  of  thy  bread.  I  am  in  dire  need  of  food, 
as  Heaven  knoweth,  but  before  I  bind  thee  by  thy  hos 
pitality  I  must  first  ask  thee  a  question." 

"  Hast  thou  come  asking  the  shelter  of  my  house  while 
thou  doubtest  me  in  thy  heart  ?  "  asked  Geber  with  a  cold 
smile.  The  stranger  made  a  gesture  at  the  implied 
reproach,  but  his  eyes  did  not  fall  from  the  Arab's  face. 

"  It  is  even  so,"  he  replied  quietly.  "  I  am  indeed 
hard  pressed  but  it  is  not  yet  too  late  for  thee  to  bid  me 
return  into  the  night  from  whence  I  came.  It  is  not  that 
I  would  doubt  thee,  Geber,"  he  added  in  a  milder  tone, 
"  but  I  well  know  that  few  men  had  ever  such  provoca 
tion  to  an  evil  deed  as  hadst  thou.  Therefore  before  I 
break  thy  bread,  I  must  ask  thee — what  of  thy  child  ?  " 

"  Thou  shalt  see  her  to-morrow  and  judge  for  thyself," 
replied  Geber  with  another  cold  smile.  An  expression 
of  relief  and  joy  lightened  the  bishop's  face  into  charming 
sweetness. 

"  Thanks  be  returned  to  the  God  who  gave  thee  so 
great  a  victory  !  "  he  exclaimed  with  warmth.  As  he  ate 
with  the  hunger  of  one  half-famished  he  gave  the  story 
of  his  recent  escape  from  prison  and  the  subsequent  pur 
suit  which  he  had  so  far  succeeded  in  eluding. 

"  And  thou,  a  bishop,  and  so  eagerly  sought  for,  hast 
ventured  into  Tarsus!  Knowest  thou  not  that  it  hath 
been  recently  fortified  into  a  camp  from  which  to  send 
out  expeditions  against  thy  very  sect  ! "  cried  Geber  in 
real  amazement  at  the  man's  daring.  The  bishop  smiled 
for  a  moment. 

"  The  hunter  doth  not  search  for  the  antelope  in  the 
gaze-hound's  kennel.  But  I  fear  their  noses  will  be  too 
keen  for  me  at  last,"  he  added  gravely  ;  "  for  I  doubt  the 
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man  at  whose  house  I  lay  last  night  hath  betrayed  me. 
He  questioned  me  narrowly  of  my  destination  and  to-day 
I  have  been  followed  so  closely  that  I  have  been  able 
neither  to  rest  nor  eat.  My  horse  gave  out  ere  I  entered 
the  town  and  I  turned  the  weary  creature  loose  and  crept 
here  on  foot.  I  had  hoped  to  reach  Nikaera  by  morning 
where  I  have  a  friend  at  whose  house  I  might  find  shelter 
for  a  time.  But  upon  foot  I  should  soon  be  overtaken. 
In  mine  extremity  then  I  bethought  me  of  thee,  Geber, 
and  for  the  service  which  I  once  did  thee  I  determined 
to  cast  myself  upon  thy  kindness  and  to  pray  thee  to  keep 
me  in  safety  for  a  little,  until  I  may  pursue  my  journey." 

"  Thou  hast  done  wisely  and  well,  Samuel  of  Antioch," 
said  Geber,  with  more  of  warmth  in  his  voice.  "Thou 
art  welcome  here  and  thou  art  safe  as  well,  for  the  last 
place  in  all  his  twenty  thousand  cities  in  which  Harun 
the  Khalif  will  search  for  his  escaped  prey,  will  be  under 
the  roof  of  Geber  Dschabir  al  Tarsusi!  " 

The  bishop  looked  somewhat  sadly  for  a  moment  at 
Geber's  burning  eyes  and  bitter  lips. 

"  They  will  question  thy  slave  in  the  durka'ah  *  if  they 
seek  me,"  he  suggested. 

"  It  would  have  been  better  for  thee  had  thy  friend 
been  of  the  true  faith,"  remarked  Geber  dryly  as  he  struck 
a  brass  disc  hanging  near.  "  Then  having  eaten  his  salt, 
he  would  have  delivered  himself  up  to  death,  sooner  than 
have  betrayed  his  guest." 

"  There  are  unworthy  followers  of  even  a  perfect  ex 
ample  ;  and  thy  religion  also  hath  many  practices  to  com 
mend  it,"  the  bishop  replied  quietly,  as  the  slave  entered. 

"  Malek,"  commanded  Geber,  "  if  any  question  thee 
concerning  this  night,  thou  shalt  reply  that  no  stranger 
hath  entered  or  left  the  house  since  muezzin,  dost  thou 
hear?  On  thy  head  be  it  if  suspicion  be  aroused." 

"  Hold,  Geber  !  "  interrupted  the  bishop  with  agitation. 
"The  man  must  not  lie,  even  to  save  my  head.  Canst 
thou  not  give  him  another  duty  and  appoint  as  porter 
one  who  knoweth  not  of  the  events  of  this  night,  that  he 

•  Durka'ah — outer  hall. 
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may  truly  say  that  he  knoweth  not  that  a  stranger  hath 
entered  the  house?  "  Geber  shrugged  his  shoulders. 

"What  is  a  lie?"  he  asked.  "  Holdeth  thy  religion 
that  a  lie  resteth  in  the  form  of  the  words  ?  Then  were 
a  lie  at  all  times  easy  to  avoid."  The  blood  rushed  to 
the  bishop's  face. 

"  Thou  art  right  in  thy  reproach,"  he  said.  "  Verily, 
persecution  doth  make  hypocrites,  as  well  as  martyrs!" 
He  turned  with  dignity  to  the  waiting  slave.  "  If  any 
ask  for  me,  thou  shalt  tell  them  that  Samuel,  Bishop  of 
Antioch,  is  here  and  awaiteth  them.  And  so  shall  God 
work  His  manifest  will  upon  the  least  of  His  servants." 

"  Now  art  thou  equally  wrong,"  said  Geber,  when  the 
slave  was  gone.  "  There  are  two  kinds  of  truth  in  this 
world  :  the  truth  to  which  one  is  entitled  and  the  truth 
to  which  he  is  not  entitled."  The  bishop  shook  his  head 
in  dissent. 

"  Nay,  but  hearken.  Were  thy  brother  so  ill  that  a 
shock  would  slay  him,  would  it  be  right  for  thee  to  rush 
in  unto  him  with  the  news  that  his  friend  is  dead  ?  That 
might  be  indeed  the  truth,  but  a  truth  to  which  he  would 
not  be  entitled.  In  the  same  manner,"  continued  Geber, 
with  a  sly  smile  in  his  eyes,  "  it  is  the  truth  that  to-night 
thou  art  securely  hidden  in  the  house  of  Geber  the  As 
trologer,  but  it  is  a  truth  to  which  none  save  ourselves 
have  a  right,  least  of  all  thy  persecutors  who  would  drag 
thee  back  to  prison.  Therefore — 

He  was  interrupted  in  his  philosophy  by  another  loud 
knocking  at  the  street-door  and  it  seemed  as  if  the  bish 
op's  resolution  was  about  to  be  put  to  the  test.  His  face 
paled,  but  the  light  in  his  eyes  remained. 

"There  is  still  time  for  me  to  hide  thee,"  said  Geber 
quietly,  but  his  guest  only  smiled,  his  eyes  fixed  upon  the 
curtain  of  the  door.  It  was  drawn  aside  and  a  youth 
entered  and  stood  an  instant,  blinded  by  the  light,  before 
he  perceived  the  bishop  before  him. 

"Is  it  thou  who  hast  followed  me  all  day,  Jonas?" 
There  was  sadness  in  the  good  man's  voice,  but  no  anger. 
"  Hast  thou  already — "  Here  the  boy  flung  himself  on 
his  knees  with  a  sob  of  joy  and  kissed  the  bishop's  hand. 
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"  Oh,  Master !  "  he  cried.  "  Thou  art  then  safe,  and  it 
was  not  thy  head  that  the  soldiers  carried  by  me,  shouting, 
'  Down  with  the  Christians  !  My  father  sent  me  to  watch 
thee  safely  to  thy  destination  and  he  bade  me,  if  any  ill- 
fortune  occurred  to  thee  on  the  way,  to  come  to  the 
Shaikh  Geber.  He  knew  that  the  great  Geber  hath  in 
fluence  in  Tarsus  as  hath  no  other  man,  because  of  his 
wealth  and  wondrous  learning  and  he  thought  that  for 
the  much  money  which  he  entrusted  to  me,  I  might  win 
him  to  aid  thee  wert  thou  recaptured." 

Tears  streamed  from  the  bishop's  eyes  and  flowed  over 
his  cheeks  unchecked.  "  Oh  ye  of  little  faith  !  "  he  mur 
mured  to  himself  and  laid  his  hands  in  blessing  on  the 
youth's  head. 

"  Rise,  Jonas,  and  may  God  grant  thee  a  long  life  to 
fill  with  good  works,  even  as  thou  hast  begun !  Return 
to  thy  father  with  my  blessing  and  my  gratitude  and  say 
thou  to  him  that  had  I  a  son,  I  would  wish  him  to  belike 
thee.  May  the  blessing  of  God  rest  upon  him  and  upon 
his  house." 

The  boy  was  radiant  with  pleasure  as  he  kissed  Samuel's 
hand  and  rose  to  his  feet ;  then  perceiving  Geber  for  the 
first  time  he  stood  abashed  and  awkward,  forgetting  even  a 
salutation  in  his  embarrassment.  Geber,  however,  smiled 
kindly  on  his  confusion. 

"  Thou  art  a  good  lad  and  need  not  blush  for  thy  be 
haviour,"  he  said.  "  Thou  and  thy  father  may  rest  in 
peace,  for  I  will  pledge  my  head  that  no  harm  befalls  thy 
friend  while  he  may  rest  in  Tarsus.  The  slave  shall  show 
thee  a  bed  and  to-morrow  thou  shalt  return  safely  with  a 
gift  from  Geber  the  Astrologer." 

"  I  found  thy  horse,"  said  the  boy,  pausing  as  he  with 
drew.  "  He  is  fastened  with  mine  without  the  gate." 

Geber  looked  after  him  as  he  followed  the  slave  from 
their  presence. 

"  Of  a  truth,  a  true  believer  could  have  done  no  more," 
he  said  thoughtfully. 


CHAPTER  II 

Those  who  believe  not  dispute  with  vain  arguments  that  they  may  there 
by  render  the  truth  of  no  avail. — KORAN. 

WHEN  morning  dawned  the  house  of  Geber  was  silent 
in  its  deepest  slumber.  Even  the  night-porter  nodded  in 
the  empty  durkaah,  the  outer  hall  reserved  for  waiting 
slaves  and  attendants.  Only  Geber  himself  watched  the 
white  crest  of  Taurus  turn  to  crimson  and  gold. 

"  In  truth,  Nature  will  ever  be  the  greater  alchemist," 
he  thought,  with  his  eyes  upon  the  daily  miracle.  "  She 
hath  converted  darkness  into  light  for  many  ages,  while  I 
am  still  striving  vainly  for  that  talisman  which  shall  merely 
form  good  servants  for  mankind  out  of  the  more  slavish 
metals.  It  would  seem  that  I  had  bought  the  secret 
fairly  by  the  weight  of  years  which  I  have  spent  in  the 
search.  I  have  watched  the  leaden  midnight  transmuted 
into  the  gold  of  dawn  until  I  am  maddened  by  Nature's 
triumph  and  my  own  failure.  Yet  can  I  detect  no  flaw 
in  the  theory  which  I  have  matured.  It  is  manifest  that 
many  forms  of  matter,  as  also  many  metals,  have  a  com 
mon  basis.  Their  individual  properties — the  differenti 
ations — are  just  as  surely  due  to  a  formative  force  which 
I  in  thought  can  easily  separate  from  the  common  sub 
stratum.  Why  not  also  in  fact  ?  But  how  !  There  lie 
my  years  of  work.  Many  wonders  have  I  seen,  many  pre 
cious  secrets  have  I  wrenched  from  Nature's  jealous  hold, 
but  all  of  these  seem  worthless  and  pale  to  me  beside 
the  one  I  do  not,  cannot,  obtain." 

He  paced  up  and  down  in  deepest  thought,  his  head 
sunk  upon  his  breast,  a  frown  straightening  his  heavy 
brows  from  their  wide  arch. 

"  Gold  is  the  one  perfect  metal,"  he  continued  as  he 
walked.  "  It  is  therefore  reasonable  that  a  baser  metal 
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added  unto  it  will  not  thereby  become  pure  itself,  but 
will  alloy  the  gold  to  a  lesser  purity,  even  as  good  can 
not  mix  with  evil  and  remain  good.  Yet  hold  !  I  have 
seen  some  natures  so  filled  with  the  perfection  of  all 
good  that  evil  itself  upon  touching  them  became  trans 
muted  into  good.  If  therefore  I  could  find  some  sub 
stance  many  times  more  perfect  than  gold,  that  substance 
might  perfect  the  imperfect.  Sulphur  and  pure  mer 
cury — " 

"  The  salt  hath  turned  purely  white,  Master."  The 
female  slave,  Gulnare,  who  had  accompanied  his  daughter 
in  the  evening,  now  appeared  before  him.  "  I  think  it 
hath  more  nearly  the  form  thou  dost  require." 

"Who  taught  thee  what  I  require,  or  told  thee  to  think 
concerning  what  thou  wast  given  to  do?"  demanded 
Geber  harshly. 

"  I  pray  thy  pardon  if  I  have  exceeded  my  duty,"  she 
replied  humbly.  "  For  the  rest,  I  could  not  for  so  many 
years  be  chosen  to  aid  thee  in  thy  great  works,  oh 
Wonder  of  Wisdom,  and  not  gain  some  small  knowledge 
of  thy  desires.  The  crumbs  of  food  which  have  fallen 
from  thy  table,  Master,  -have  but  made  me  the  stronger 
to  serve  thee." 

"  Ay!  Thou  hast  a  woman's  guileful  tongue,  if  also  a 
woman's  deft  fingers.  It  was  because  of  thy  wit  and  the 
shape  of  thy  fingers  that  I  chose  thee  from  out  the  stupid 
ity  of  the  rest — not  because  I  desired  to  do  thee  honour. 
Dost  thou  understand  that,  girl?" 

"Truly  I  understand,  Master."  One  might  almost 
have  said  that  she  felt  the  savage  irony  of  his  tone,  could 
slaves  feel. 

The  sun  was  now  fully  risen  and  life  also  had  awakened 
in  all  fulness,  both  in  the  house  and  in  the  tree-tops  in 
the  garden.  The  purple  snows  had  melted  into  rose  and 
warmed  to  gold,  the  grey  waters  of  the  fountains  had  be 
come  splashing  drops  of  liquid  light,  the  trees  were  talk 
ing  eagerly  to  the  early  wind  that  strayed  past  them. 

"  Go  and  prepare  thy  mistress  to  meet  a  stranger,"  he 
said  to  the  waiting  girl.  "  I  will  send  for  her  when  I 
desire  her  presence." 
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He  stood  watching  the  changing  colours  at  his  feet  and 
thinking  of  the  ancient  Greek  belief  that  the  stars  were 
tapers  which  burned  themselves  out  and  were  lighted 
periodically  at  the  torch  of  the  sun.  He  was  not  upon 
the  wall,  but  upon  the  top  of  the  greater  parallelogram 
whose  white  sides  shone  in  the  early  sun.  A  call  roused 
him,  and  looking  up  he  saw  that  the  Bishop  of  Antioch 
stood  on  the  wall  and  hailed  him  cheerily. 

"  Thou  wilt  find  a  stairway  upon  the  west  side  of  the 
wall,"    responded    Geber.      "  Likewise   thou    wilt    there 
below  find  another  whereby  to  ascend  to  me.     Did  sleep 
refuse  thee  her  embrace  that  thou  art  so  early  astir? 
he  added  as  the  bishop  joined  him. 

"  Nay,  I  have  slept  well  and  am  refreshed.  I  wished 
to  see  the  lad  again  before  he  took  his  departure."  He 
drew  in  a  great  breath  of  the  morning  air  and  his  eyes 
wandered  over  the  landscape.  His  eyes  were  the  eyes  of 
prayer  and  with  the  delicate  courtesy  of  the  East,  Geber 
remained  silent  until  his  guest  should  again  address  him, 
which  in  a  moment  he  did. 

"This  is  where  thou  dost  perform  those  miracles  of 
thine,  is  it  not,  friend  ?  "  he  asked  with  a  smile,  looking 
about  him.  A  small  part  of  the  building  upon  which 
they  stood  was  open  to  the  sky,  but  the  rest  was  inclosed 
by  movable  wooden  shutters  and  a  top  of  woven  rushes 
that  shut  out  the  sun  and  rain.  Geber  raised  the  hang 
ing  curtain  over  the  open  door  and  the  bishop  followed 
him  within.  Here  the  eye  was  bewildered  by  the  strange 
ness  and  number  of  objects,  all  crowded  together  with  the 
seeming  carelessness  of  the  workman  who  lays  his  familiar 
tools  ready  to  his  hand.  Among  the  instruments  whose 
purpose  he  did  not  know,  his  eyes  singled  out  the  astro 
labes  with  their  movable  circles,  quadrants  with  alidade 
carrying  sights,  parallactic  rods,  clepsydra  or  water-clocks, 
sun-dials  and  above  all,  the  shelves  upon  shelves  of  manu 
script  books,  representing  the  collective  learning  of  the 
centuries.  To  these  last  the  bishop  turned  with  the  pleas 
ure  of  one  who  loves,  but  to  whom  such  possessions  are 
limited.  He  glanced  at  the  Almagest  of  Ptolemy,  at 
works  of  Zosimus  the  Theban  upon  chemistry  and  then 
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at  a  manuscript  in  Latin  entitled,  "  Summa  Perfectionis," 
and  below  the  title  the  name  of  Geber  himself.  Lastly, 
he  raised  a  large  work  lying  close  at  hand  upon  a  separate 
table  inlaid  with  tortoise-shell.  He  read  the  title,  "  Al 
Koran,"  aloud.  Beside  it  lay  another  book,  also  written 
in  the  Deri  or  Aulic  dialect  of  Arabic,  the  court  tongue 
and  that  boastfully  believed  by  the  faithful  to  be  the  lan 
guage  spoken  in  Paradise.  This  too  he  read  aloud, 
"  The  Holy  Scriptures." 

He  laid  them  both  down  again  and  looked  at  Geber 
wistfully. 

"  I  would  that  thou  wert  a  Christian,"  he  said. 

Geber  studied  his  face  for  a  moment  in  a  thoughtful 
silence.  Perhaps  the  loneliness  of  his  wisdom  moved  him 
to  confide  frankly  in  this  stranger,  whom  he  had  seen  but 
once  before,  but  for  whom  a  warm  liking  was  fast  forming 
in  his  heart,  unconsciously  to  himself. 

"  I  have  admitted  thee  here,  where  never  another 
stranger  hath  been  admitted.  Even  mine  own  slaves  dare 
not  come  beyond  that  gate,  save  only  her  who  is  my  as 
sistant  in  the  lesser  experiments  and  whom  I  have  trained 
from  early  childhood  to  her  task.  But  I  believe  that  thou 
art  truly  a  good  man  and  to  be  trusted  ;  therefore  will  I 
answer  thee  as  I  have  never  answered  another.  I  am  not 
a  Christian,  neither  am  I  at  heart  a  follower  of  the  Prophet, 
though  for  mine  own  ends  I  may  appear  to  be  so.  This 
not  through  ignorance,  but  rather  through  overmuch 
knowledge.  I  have  studied  many  religions  with  equal 
zeal — the  Egyptian,  the  Greek,  the  Jew,  the  Donatist,  the 
Sabaean,  the  Mohammedan,  the  Christian.  And  I  find 
in  each  and  all  but  one  idea:  the  glorification,  not  of  any 
God,  but  of  man.  Man  reasons  by  analogy.  He  cannot 
conceive  a  condition  or  an  idea  which  has  no  precedent  or 
possibility  in  his  own  world  and  is  therefore  inconceivable. 
Everything  he  sees  fades  and  dies,  but  he  sees  also  the 
eternal  law  that  death  holds  life  in  its  bosom  and  he  can 
not  therefore  conceive  of  an  infinite  death.  The  God  he 
evolves  dies,  but  lives  again.  Even  the  God  of  the  Mos 
lem,  indivisible,  eternal,  indestructible,  fulfils  the  law  ;  for 
the  Moslem  God  is  inseparable  in  idea  from  the  Prophet 
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who  represents  him  on  earth  and  who  died  and  lives 
again  in  Paradise,  even  as  the  Christian  divides  his  God, 
one  part  alone  dying  and  rising  from  the  dead.  The 
Etruscans  believed  that  their  gods  would  endure  for  six 
thousand  years,  after  which  they  would  be  replaced  by  a 
new  race  of  gods  with  new  attributes.  Hesiod  tells  us 
that  both  gods  and  peoples  will  be  renewed  when  evil  has 
exhausted  itself  and  the  perverted  races  are  no  more. 
How  wonderfully  human,  as  well,  are  the  motives  ascribed 
to  the  gods  of  man  !  They  represent  justice  and  virtue, 
compassion  and  power ;  but  they  possess  also  and  in 
marked  degree  the  human  desires  for  revenge  and  adula 
tion.  In  short,  the  gods  of  man  are  so  like  the  brains  that 
made  them,  that  to  my  reasoning  it  becometh  a  matter  of 
doubt  whether  man's  brain  did  not  create  them  one  and 
all,  rather  than  they  man's  brain." 

A  light  had  been  gradually  transforming  the  bishop's 
commonplace  features  into  the  face  of  power  and  author 
ity  which  felt  itself  to  be  occultly  stronger  than  the  domi 
nating  intellect  which  it  opposed.  He  was  no  longer  a 
fleeing  fugitive,  unknown  to  the  schools  of  philosophy 
and  logic,  scant  of  rhetoric  and  oratory  and  dependent 
for  shelter  upon  the  hospitality  of  one  of  the  greatest 
scholars  of  the  age  whose  intellect  and  learning  dwarfed 
his  own  into  insignificance.  He  was  the  vessel,  clay  it 
might  be,  but  filled  to  overflowing  with  the  priceless 
draught  of  eternal  life.  He  was  the  essence  of  truth 
fighting  with  a  lie. 

"  Thou  thinkest  that  man  created  God,  Geber  ?  Think- 
est  thou  also  that  man  created  God's  works  ?  Canst  thou 
make  a  world  ?  Canst  thou  make  the  sun  to  shine  or  the 
rain  to  gather  and  fall  upon  the  grateful  earth  ?  And  if 
thou  with  all  thy  learning  canst  not  do  these  things,  who 
among  us  can  ?  And  if  no  human  being  can  create  even 
the  smallest  of  living  creatures,  whose  hand  is  it  that  hath 
wrought  these  wondrous  things  which  even  now  surround 
thee  ?  " 

"  I  agree  with  thee,  friend,  that  they  are  the  result  of 
a  greater  force  than  these  our  powers  can  control — at  least 
as  yet.  Thou  dost  explain  this  force  to  thine  own  satis- 
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faction,  and  others  also  to  theirs,  if  with  variations  from 
thy  theory.  But  in  what  doth  thy  God  prove  Himself 
superior  to  these  others  ?  Thou  believest  that  He  sent 
His  only  Son  to  die  that  thou  mightst  live,  and  for  this 
art  thou  grateful.  As  His  own  He  claimeth  thee  ;  as  His 
child,  formed  in  His  own  image;  and  for  this  reason  did 
He  die  for  thee.  Tell  me,  Samuel — would  thy  God  have 
saved  this  world  from  eternal  death  had  He  not  created 
it — had  it  been  the  work  of  another's  hands?  And  seem- 
eth  this  not  a  selfishness  which  is  put  to  shame  even  by 
the  human  mother  who  stints  her  own  child  that  she  may 
suckle  the  starving  foundling  at  her  door?" 

"  I  cannot  fathom  God's  eternal  and  infinite  purpose, 
Geber,  therefore  can  I  not  answer  the  first  of  thy  ques 
tions.  As  thou  hast  said,  the  human  mind  is  finite  and 
cannot  comprehend  the  infinite,  nor  bound  the  illimitable  ; 
the  effort  would  be  to  welcome  madness  to  the  brain.  It 
is  enough  for  me  that  by  His  divine  claim  of  authorship 
He  doth  assure  me  of  His  unending  interest  and  His  con 
stant  care. — For  the  rest,  Geber,  God  hath  nowhere  con 
demned  a  right  selfishness.  To  the  contrary  He  hath 
expressly  said,  '  Let  charity  begin  with  thine  own  house 
hold.'  How  else  \vere  all  preserved  ?  But  He  doth  also 
bid  us, '  Love  every  man  his  neighbour  as  he  loves  him 
self.'  "  The  bishop  raised  his  face  to  the  cloudless  blue  of 
the  morning.  "The  Lord  is  Truth!"  he  exclaimed.  "  I 
cannot  question  His  integrity,  for  the  one  first  law  of  all 
the  universe  is  Truth,  as  thy  learning  hath  well  taught 
even  thee.  A  departure  by  even  the  breadth  of  a  hair 
from  the  universal  law  and  the  universe  hath  crashed  again 
into  chaos  from  which  it  was  evolved.  A  lie  is  a  mirage 
of  the  desert,  beautiful  to  look  upon  and  promising  all 
things,  but  at  the  approach  of  Truth — 

"  It  vanisheth,"  interrupted  Geber,  dryly,  "  and  leaveth 
to  the  despairing  traveller  the  waterless  waste  of  the  desert 
of  knowledge  wherewith  to  satisfy  his  strangling  thirst !  " 

"  Nay,  nay  !  "  replied  the  bishop  with  a  sudden  transi 
tion  to  smiling  humour.  "  He  is  a  poor  traveller  who  doth 
not  well  supply  himself  with  food  and  water,  ere  starting 
upon  a  journey  in  the  desert.  And  hast  thou  among  thy 
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researches  for  wisdom  found  anything  of  view  more 
wonderful  than  the  solemn  rising  of  the  sun  in  that  vast 
-solitude  wherein  the  soul  is  forced  to  recognize  its  own 
eternal  loneliness,  so  that,  perchance  against  its  will,  it 
reaches  out  with  a  great  cry  and  a  desire  which  is  a 
prayer,  to  feel  the  nearness  of  its  God  ?  And  hast  thou 
ever  known  a  purer  enjoyment  than  the  elastic  stride  of 
thy  good  mare  on  the  yielding  sand,  when  she  looks  back 
at  thee  with  her  soft  eyes  full  of  the  joy  of  the  morning 
and  of  trust  in  thee,  and  the  wind  that  fills  thy  nostrils 
with  renewed  life  is  scarce  swifter  than  thy  flight !  " 
"And  the  bones  which  lie  bleaching  along  the  path  ?" 
"  Those  that  have  fallen  by  the  wayside — yea  !  "  sol 
emnly.  "  It  is  not  given  to  all  to  see  the  end  of  the  jour 
ney  with  earthly  eyes.  To  the  honey-gathering  insects 
which  hum  above  the  flowers  upon  a  day  in  Ab,  life  is  but 
the  length  of  a  summer.  They  know  not  why  they  toil 
so  earnestly ;  they  but  follow  instinctively  the  law  within 
them.  But  canst  thou  be  sure,  Geber,  that  crowded  into 
those  few  hours  of  life  may  not  be  as  much  proportion 
ate — mark  the  word — pain,  suffering  and  all  evil  fortune 
as  maketh  for  us  the  day  long  and  the  burden  heavy  ? 
Perchance  they  too  cry  out, '  Oh,  why  must  we  labour 
without  end  and  without  aim  ! '  It  may  be  that  the  key 
stone  of  the  arch  upon  whose  shoulders  some  fair  temple 
rears  its  height,  cries  out  under  the  chisel  that  shapes  it 
to  its  purpose,  '  I  am  maimed  and  disfigured.  I  see  no 
beauty  and  comprehend  no  plan.  Why  should  I  submit 
to  the  painful  and  ignoble  task  appointed  me?'  I  do 
not  know  the  reason  of  the  suffering,  the  sin,  the 
bloodshed  which  God  yet  allows  to  seemingly  mar  His 
handiwork.  I  do  not  comprehend  the  plan  which  in- 
cludeth  these  things,  but — "  with  energy — "  I  do  know 
that  there  is  a  plan ;  therefore  am  I  content  to  do  the 
work  allotted  me  and  remain  in  ignorance  of  the  design. 
— I  do  not  understand  the  use  of  these  instruments, 
Geber — "  touching  a  minutely  graded  quadrant  for  measur 
ing  the  values  of  angles — "  I  do  not  understand  the  use  of 
medicines ;  but  I  believe  that  thou  dost  understand  them 
and  I  would  willingly  put  my  life  in  thy  hands,  had  my 
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body  need  of  thee.  How  much  more  willingly  then, 
should  I  trust  myself  to  the  Divine  intelligence  which 
could  create  me.  I  know  that  no  hurt  can  come  to  me 
from  that  Hand,  even  in  a  seeming  ill,  which  is  as  if  thou 
mightst  be  obliged  to  give  me  bodily  pain  in  order  to 
cure  me  of  an  illness."  He  fell  into  silence  and  stood  for 
a  few  moments  with  bent  head.  Geber  did  not  interrupt 
him.  When  he  turned  again  his  face  was  radiant. 

"  I  have  no  longer  any  fear  concerning  thee,  my  friend," 
he  said.  "  The  Lord  hath  given  me  to  see  and  I  am  con 
tent.  One  question  I  would  ask  thee,  if  thou  wilt  forgive 
me  the  pain  I  cause  thee.  Where  lieth  thy  wife  ?  I 
would  pray  beside  her  tomb." 

"  Her  ashes  lie  beneath  thy  feet."  Geber  had  turned 
ghastly  pale  as  at  a  mortal  blow,  but  he  answered  with 
forced  calm. 

"  Her  ashes !  " 

"  Ay.  I  burned  her  body.  On  her  sweet  flesh,  at 
least,  no  touch  of  earth's  decay  shall  ever  rest!  Over  her 
ashes  have  I  built  this  monument  and  here,  near  her, 
I  keep  eternal  watch.  Yonder  thou  canst  see  where 
I  too  shall  lie  when  my  weary  day  is  done.  Stone 
by  stone  it  groweth,  and  when  it  is  done — "  he  paused 
abruptly. 

"  Now  see  I  indeed  that  thou  art  no  Moslem  !  "  said 
the  bishop  wonderingly.  A  sudden  passion  seemed  to 
well  up  from  Geber's  heart  and  breaking  his  iron  control, 
forced  itself  into  wild  words. 

"  Thou  sayest  truly  that  I  am  no  Moslem,  nor  yet  of 
any  other  creed  ;  but  when  such  things  may  be  upon  the 
earth  I  sometimes  wish  there  were  a  God,  that  I  might 
curse  Him !  " 

Samuel  withheld  all  reproof,  having  the  rare  wisdom 
which  discerns  when  reproof  is  injury,  and  discriminating 
instinctively  between  words  of  witting  blasphemy  and  the 
unpremeditated  outburst  of  a  man  injured  unto  frenzy. 
He  only  looked  with  a  divine  pity  upon  the  distorted  and 
agonised  face  of  the  suffering  man. 

"  She  died  a  Christian,  Geber,"  he  said  softly.  "  When 
I  found  her  at  thy  door  and  brought  her  in  to  thee  out  of 
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the  storm,  I  knew  not  that  God  had  sent  me  to  save  a 
soul ;  but  it  was  indeed  given  me  to  bless  her  spirit  as  it 
took  its  flight  toward  eternal  joy.  She  loved  thee,  Geber, 
and  she  waiteth  for  thee." 

A  silence  followed  in  which  Geber  struggled  again  for 
his  lost  calm.  It  humiliated  his  strong  soul  that  another 
should  have  seen  so  human  a  display  of  mortal  weakness. 
The  bishop  again  broke  the  silence.  "  Doth  thy  daughter 
know  aught  of  her  mother?  "  he  asked. 

"  My  daughter — nay,  why  should  she  !  "  cried  Geber 
sharply.  At  this  moment  a  page  approached. 

"  My  mistress  bids  me  ask  if  she  may  come  to  thee,"  he 
said,  kissing  the  hem  of  his  master's  hanging  sleeve. 

"  Bid  her  come,"  replied  Geber  shortly.  He  was  still 
pale,  but  with  the  stoicism  of  his  race  and  nature  he  had 
dismissed  from  his  face  all  other  expression  of  his  inner 
suffering.  Yacuta  approached  him  with  a  free,  light  step. 
She  was  clad  in  white,  but  her  vest  and  the  edges  of  her 
mantle  were  heavily  embroidered  in  gold,  and  the  slave 
who  followed  her  carried  a  cloak  of  scarlet  silk.  Her  face 
fell  as  she  saw  the  age  and  unattractive  appearance  of 
her  father's  companion. 

"  Thou  mayst  unveil  thyself  here,  Yacuta,"  said  her 
father,  greeting  her  with  his  usual  indulgent  smile.  "  Our 
friend  is  a  Christian  and  I  may  trust  him  with  a  sight  of 
thy  face.  My  daughter  hath  but  scant  knowledge  of 
harem  laws,"  turning  to  Samuel.  "  I  have  kept  her  here 
alone  with  me — perhaps  too  long,  and  since  her  early 
childhood  she  hath  been  free  to  seek  me  where  she  will. 
When  she  goeth  to  her  husband  and  is  caged  in  her  own 
apartments,  I  fear  he  will  have  cause  to  reproach  me  with 
the  discontent  of  his  wife." 

The  bishop  gazed  earnestly  at  the  girl  before  him,  who 
lowered  her  eyes  with  becoming  modesty.  It  was  a 
beautiful  face,  if  somewhat  marred  at  the  present  moment 
by  the  shade  of  scorn  on  the  haughty  features.  There 
was  a  puzzled  expression  in  Samuel's  eyes. 

"  She  is  unlike  both  thee —  He  began  absently,  then 
paused  abruptly. 

"  She   resembleth    her   mother's    sister   at   that   age," 


20  GEBER 

remarked  Geber  in  the  pause.  "  Thou  mayst  order  them 
to  prepare  and  serve  our  breakfast,  Yacuta." 

Samuel  raised  his  hand  in  a  customary  blessing.  His 
glance  included  the  slave,  Gulnare,  who  stood  behind  her 
mistress.  Yacuta  raised  her  eyes  to  her  father  in  astonish 
ment,  never  before  had  she  heard  the  words  of  a  Christian 
blessing.  A  look  of  intense  joy  swept  over  the  slave's 
face  and  she  pressed  her  lips  closely  together  to  hide  their 
trembling. 

"  How  strange  a  man  !  "  said  Yacuta,  when  she  and  the 
slave  were  again  alone  together.  "  What  could  have  been 
my  father's  purpose !  Didst  thou  see  how  strangely  his 
eyes  looked  at  me,  Gulnare?" 

"  Nay,  Madam,  I  saw  only  the  wondrous  sweetness  of 
his  glance  and  heard  only  the  blessed  words  which  fell 
from  his  tongue,"  replied  the  slave.  Her  mistress  looked 
at  her  sharply. 

"  These  are  more  of  those  strange  notions  which  have 
possessed  thee  lately,  Gulnare.  See  that  my  father  hear 
not  of  them,  or  it  will  surely  go  hard  with  thee."  The 
slave  made  no  reply. 

The  silver  bells  of  the  water-clock  in  the  garden  were 
striking  the  first  hour  past  noon  when  a  brilliant  company 
in  rich  uniforms  rode  into  sight  of  the  house  of  Geber  on 
the  highway  from  the  town  below.  They  were  mounted 
upon  perfectly  matched  horses  of  the  Kuhl  breed,  which 
bespoke  them  to  be  members  of  the  khalifs  own  guard. 
The  horses  were  iron-grey  in  colour,  with  black  manes  and 
tails.  They  held  their  proudly  decked  heads  high  and 
kept  one  small  ear  pointed  backward  to  listen  for  a  word 
of  command. 

In  the  centre  of  the  riders  was  a  young  man  with  a  pale 
and  thoughtful  face.  He  was  dressed  more  simply  than 
his  companions,  who  had  managed  to  surmount  the  ob 
stacle  of  a  uniform  by  many  ingenious  devices  for  orna 
ment  and  display.  The  few  gems  he  wore,  however,  were 
greatly  superior  to  theirs  and  the  deference  in  their  man 
ner  toward  him  betokened  that  in  spite  of  his  youth  he 
was  the  leader  of  the  party  and  evidently  of  high  station. 
Their  manner  had  the  gay  freedom  from  watchfulness  of 
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those  bent  upon  a  pacific  mission.  Laughter  and  jest 
and  even  song  sent  their  cheerful  vibrations  out  upon  the 
air,  whose  pleasant  warmth  carried  to  their  nostrils  the 
fragrance  of  the  first  blossoms  of  the  orange  trees  and  the 
matchless  sweetness  of  the  Egyptian  privet. 

"  There  is  the  place  ye  seek,  most  gracious  and  noble 
Masters,"  suddenly  cried  the  guide  who  had  led  them 
from  the  town.  He  rode  a  sorry  ass  which  seemed  over 
come  with  its  position  of  importance  when  it  found 
itself  at  the  head  of  the  proud  cavalcade,  and  it  no\y 
seized  this  moment  to  whisk  itself  rapidly  to  the  rear. 

"  It  hath  the  appearance  of  a  fortress,"  commented  one. 

"  And  it  is  a  fortress,"  volunteered  the  guide,  who  had 
again  ridden  up  to  his  post.  "  Insomuch  as  no  man 
hath  yet  gained  entrance  to  it,  although  they  say  that  he 
hath  concealed  therein  a  lovely  daughter  of  a  marriage 
able  age." 

"  Well,  we  shall  gain  entrance  to  it  in  a  short  hour, 
good  Basiri,"  laughed  another;  "and  we  will  bring  thee 
word  of  what  we  find  therein."  At  this  moment  the 
voice  of  the  quiet  youth  in  their  midst  interrupted  them. 

"  Gentlemen,  our  orders  are  strict  concerning  the  re 
spect  which  we  are  to  pay  to  him  whom  we  visit  to 
day.  We  will  not  transgress  by  thoughtless  gossip  about 
his  household."  Something  in  him  rebelled  against  hear 
ing  the  name  of  a  girl  bandied  about  so  carelessly  upon 
jesting  lips.  A  silence  fell  upon  the  group,  broken  only 
by  the  fall  of  the  horses'  feet  upon  the  roadway,  and 
lasting  until  the  party  drew  rein  at  the  outer  gate  of 
Geber's  courtyard. 

Geber  and  the  bishop  were  resting  in  the  quiet  of  the 
inner  court  when  the  porter  announced  the  arrival  of  the 
visitors. 

"  Thou  wilt  retire  to  thine  apartment,  Samuel  of  Antioch, 
and  remain  until  I  summon  thee,"  said  Geber  in  a  tone  of 
command  which  admitted  of  no  further  tempting  of  fate 
in  regard  to  the  fugitive  he  was  protecting.  When  the 
young  man  and  his  escort  were  admitted  to  Geber's  pres 
ence,  he  advanced  with  a  simple  dignity  beyond  his  years 
and  made  the  customary  salutations. 
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"  Am  I  in  the  presence  of  the  illustrious  Geber  Dscha- 
bir  al  Tarsusi  ?  "  he  asked. 

"  I  am  he,"  replied  Geber,  regarding  his  visitor  fixedly. 

"  I  am  Muhammed,  the  son  of  Yaheya,  the  Grand 
Vizier  of  the  Khalif  Harun  al  Raschid,  on  whom  be  the 
blessing  of  the  Prophet."  All  made  obeisance  at  mention 
of  the  Prophet's  name. 

"  I  am  entrusted  with  a  letter  to  thee  from  the  Prince 
of  Believers,"  continued  the  messenger,  "  which  I  hope 
may  find  favour  in  thy  sight."  He  handed  Geber  a  folded 
document  sealed  with  the  impression  in  ink  of  the  khalif's 
famous  ring,  "  The  Mountain."  This  historic  jewel  was  a 
single  ruby,  valued  at  one  hundred  thousand  gold  pieces, 
and  was  given  to  Harun  by  his  father,  Al  Mehdi,  upon 
his  death-bed.  Harun's  jealous  brother,  Al  Hadi,  had 
demanded  the  stone  of  him  with  such  insistence  that  he 
had  been  forced  to  throw  it  into  the  Tigris,  from  whence 
it  was  strangely  recovered  by  divers,  months  afterward, 
upon  the  death  of  Al  Hadi  and  his  own  accession  to  the 
throne.  The  royal  seal  could  not  be  mistaken  and  Geber 
opened  the  letter  with  slow  fingers  and  read : 

"  Harun,  Khalif  of  Baghdad,  to  Geber  Dschabir  al  Tar 
susi,  the  greeting  of  the  faithful !  By  the  will  of  Allah, 
this  shall  arrive  by  the  hand  of  my  servant,  Muhammed 
ibn  Yaheya,  upon  whom  be  the  blessing  of  God. 

"  This  is  to  acquaint  thee  that  I,  thy  lawful  sovereign, 
have  immediate  need  of  thy  skill,  the  renown  of  which 
hath  reached  me  in  mine  extremity.  I  therefore  hereby 
bid  thee  to  repair  to  my  sacred  city  of  Baghdad  on  the 
moment,  thou  and  thy  household  and  thy  possessions,  for 
which  a  suitable  arrangement  and  reception  will  be  pre 
pared.  Further  thou  wilt  be  informed  by  the  SJiaikh 
Muhammed  ibn  Barmek,  who  is  invested  with  my  author 
ity  concerning  this. 

"  Signed  and  sealed  this  seventh  day  of  the  month 
Ramadan,  in  the  year  of  the  Hejira  one  hundred  and  six 
and  eighty,  by  Harun,  Khalif  of  Baghdad  and  King  of 
Arabia." 

Geber  folded  the  letter  as  slowly  as  he  had  opened  it 
and  replaced  it  within  its  silken  covering  which  was  heav- 
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ily  embroidered  with  gold  ;  then  he  raised  his  burning 
eyes  and  regarded  the  khalif's  messenger.  His  face  was 
very  pale. 

"  The  message  thou  bringest  me  is  of  grave  import 
ance,"  he  said.  "  I  must  pray  thy  patience  while  I  con 
sider  it  a  little."  He  summoned  his  chamberlain  as  he 
spoke,  but  Muhammed  interposed  with  some  anxiety. 

"  The  orders  of  my  gracious  master,  Al  Raschid,  were 
for  extreme  haste,"  he  begged.  "  And  indeed  the  Queen 
Zobeide  hath  a  strange  and  painful  affection  and  none 
have  been  able  to  aid  her.  Unless  thou  dost  make  all 
haste  to  her  bedside  and  with  thy  wondrous  skill  canst 
effect  a  cure,  we  all  do  fear  both  for  her  reason  and  her  life. 
Even  with  all  haste  it  may  be  too  late,  for  the  journey 
is  over  long."  The  young  man  paused  suddenly.  It 
seemed  to  him  as  if  at  his  words  some  great  emotion,  al 
most  like  a  wild  joy,  flashed  out  of  the  depths  of  the  phy 
sician's  eyes.  The  next  moment  he  believed  himself 
mistaken,  for  Geber  answered  quietly, 

"  Thou  and  thy  company  must  rest  and  I  must  have 
time  to  prepare.  None  can  start  before  the  early  morn 
ing.  I  will  acquaint  thee  with  my  decision  in  three  hours' 
time.  In  the  meantime,  my  house  shall  be  to  thee  as 
thine  own." 

He  bowed  deeply  and  withdrew ;  Muhammed  stared 
after  him  with  amazement  and  perplexity.  Would  he 
really  dare  to  think  of  disregarding  that  summons? 
Muhammed  hoped  not,  for  he  had  orders  to  bring  the 
great  physician  with  him,  by  force  if  he  came  not  of  his 
own  volition,  and  to  bring  his  head  alone,  if  not  joined  to 
his  living  body.  Geber  paused  after  he  had  given  his  cham 
berlain  orders  concerning  the  entertainment  of  his  guests. 

"  Bid  thy  mistress  to  remain  closely  in  her  own  apart 
ments  until  I  command  her  otherwise,"  he  said  and  passed 
through  the  gate  leading  to  the  wall,  locking  the  gate 
securely  behind  him. 

It  was  two  hours  later  when  he  again  unlocked  it  to 
admit  Samuel  of  Antioch,  whom  he  had  summoned  by  a 
slave.  He  put  the  letter  in  the  bishop's  hands  without 
comment  and  motioned  him  to  read  it.  The  bishop's  face 


24  GEBER 

was  troubled  as  he  raised  his  eyes  from  the  signature. 
The  man  before  him  had  changed  perceptibly  in  the  last 
two  hours.  All  warmth  of  colour  had  left  the  cheeks,  the 
mouth  was  set  in  rigid  lines  which  gave  an  expression  of 
unbending  resolve  and  immovable  purpose  to  the  face. 
In  the  eyes  alone  burned  a  flame  of  vitality,  but  a  flame 
which  chilled  the  one  who  looked  upon  it.  They  were 
the  eyes  of  an  imprisoned  beast  of  prey,  or  of  a  living 
and  tortured  spirit,  chained  to  a  body  which  had  lost  the 
semblance  of  human  flesh.  Samuel  sighed  as  he  spoke. 

"  Then  thou  wilt  obey  the  message  ?  " 

"  I  have  so  decided.  Indeed,  I  fancy  I  would  have 
had  but  little  choice  in  the  matter,  had  I  been  minded  to 
choose.  Harun  the  Just  is  not  to  be  easily  thwarted  and 
this  touches  him  nearly,  for  I  have  heard  that  this  wife  is 
especially  near  to  his  heart.  True,  I  might  delay  the 
journey  and  arrive  too  late  to  save  her ;  then  would  he 
become  acquainted  with  the  grief  he  hath  so  largely  dealt 
to  others.  But  if  I  save  her  it  may  advantage  me  much 
more  hereafter." 

"  She  is  a  good  woman,  if  somewhat  frivolous,"  said 
Samuel  thoughtfully.  "  She  had  wrought  much  good 
among  the  people  and  her  name  hath  ever  been  that  of  a 
good  and  virtuous  wife." 

"  So  it  hath  been  told  me,"  replied  Gcber  indifferently. 

"  Who  brought  this  message  ?  " 

"  Muhammed  ibn  Yaheya  is  below  in  the  house." 

"  Muhammed,  son  of  Yaheya  the  Barmek  ?  I  have 
conversed  often  with  the  young  man  and  have  conceived 
an  affection  for  him. — When  dost  thou  start,  Geber  ?  " 

"  At  daybreak.  I  shall  secure  a  safe-conduct  for  all 
that  are  within  my  house,  which  will  relieve  the  Barmek 
from  all  responsibility  concerning  my  guests,  and  so  we 
shall  be  enabled  to  set  thee  a  distance  upon  thy  journey 
in  safety,  friend  Samuel." 

"  I  thank  thee,"  said  the  bishop  slowly.  "  Yes,  it  will 
be  best."  Then  after  a  pause,  "  It  seemeth  to  be  the 
will  of  God,  Geber,  that  thou  shouldst  be  subjected  to 
this  new  trial,  but  I  would  it  could  have  been  spared 
thee.  I  tremble  for  thy  soul." 
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Again  that  look  of  savage  joy  flashed  into  Geber'seyes. 
"  Thy  God  worketh  through  strange  channels,  Samuel," 
he  said  ironically. 

"  Yea,  through  strange  channels,  oftentimes,"  replied 
Samuel  solemnly ;  "  but  nevertheless  it  is  His  work  and  I 
will  be  content.  Thou  wilt  return  here,  Geber?" 

"  Of  that  I  have  no  knowledge.  It  may  be — when 
my  work  is  done — "  He  broke  off  abruptly  and  his  eyes 
roved  over  the  garden  below  him  and  rested  upon  the  un 
finished  mausoleum  at  the  end. 

"  I  shall  return,  ay — but  who  can  say  when  or  how?" 


CHAPTER   III 

The  white  rose  lifts  shy  eyes  beneath  the  stars, 
The  red  rose  offers  full  lips  to  the  sun ; 
The  white  rose  hath  a  crown  of  gleaming  pearls ; 
The  wind  hath  kisst  the  lips  that  wooed  the  sun 
And  stol'n  the  radiant  petals,  one  by  one. 

ALL  was  hurry  and  confusion  in  Geber's  house  that 
night.  Slaves  loaded  with  chests  of  wearing  apparel 
jostled  those  laden  with  books  or  the  necessary  provisions 
for  the  journey.  The  courtyard  was  crowded  with  kneel 
ing  camels  upon  which  still  other  slaves  were  packing 
those  of  Geber's  possessions  that  could  be  carried  with 
him  upon  such  short  notice.  The  rest  was  to  follow  him 
in  a  more  leisurely  manner. 

In  Yacuta's  apartments  intense  excitement  reigned. 
At  last  something  had  come  into  her  life  to  relieve  it  of 
its  monotony.  She  chattered  with  unusual  loquacity  to 
her  old  nurse  who  was  swiftly  and  deftly  packing  her 
young  mistress's  belongings  for  the  next  day's  journey. 
Usually  Yacuta  was  sparing  of  any  attempt  at  conversa 
tion,  because  indifferent.  Where  nothing  ever  happens 
there  is  little  to  talk  about.  Why  should  one  take  the 
trouble  to  converse  for  the  benefit  of  one's  own  ears  ? 
For  the  same  reason  had  her  life  been  an  idle  and  a  use 
less  one.  Why  should  she  perform  any  useful  daily  task 
when  a  multitude  of  slaves  were  constantly  at  her  bidding, 
or  why  learn  to  embroider  dainty  things  which  only  her 
father  and  her  servants  would  ever  see?  She  had  been 
taught  the  usual  amount  of  knowledge  required  of  an 
Arab  maiden  to  be  eligible  to  the  prospective  husband, 
but  there  she  paused,  having  no  taste  for  learning  in  it 
self.  Released  from  the  school-room,  she  spent  her  days 
in  slumber  or  in  waking  dreams  of  a  different  sort  of  life 
from  that  she  now  led  ;  which  did  not  tend  to  allay  her 
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growing  dissatisfaction  with  its  present  daily  monotony. 
The  old  nurse  Abda,  a  privileged  foster-mother,  scolded 
and  complained  to  Geber,  who  shrugged  his  shoulders 
absently  and  replied,  "  I  will  find  her  a  husband  ;  "  and 
then  forgot  her.  Their  natures  were  too  dissimilar  to  ad 
mit  of  there  being  a  close  sympathy  between  them,  and 
with  the  Arabian's  low  estimate  of  a  woman's  powers, 
Geber  having  provided  her  with  slaves,  jewels  and  rich 
raiment  considered  his  duty  performed — if  he  spent  any 
time  considering  the  matter  at  all.  A  different  disposi 
tion  might  have  made  her  life  a  busy  and  a  happy  one,  but 
hers  was  the  soul  which  demands  constant  excitement  to 
be  happy,  and  the  temperament  which  shrinks  from  all 
effort  of  either  mind  or  body  when  the  demand  is  regu 
lated  and  continuous;  the  soul  which  falls  an  easy  prey  to 
the  dry-rot  of  discontent.  This  promise  of  an  entire  and 
exciting  change  stimulated  her  like  a  draught  of  the  for 
bidden  wine  of  unbelievers.  But  she  missed  the  sym 
pathetic  patience  of  her  slave,  Gulnare,  who  was  in  attend 
ance,  as  she  was  many  a  night  while  her  mistress  slept, 
upon  Geber  in  his  laboratory.  Old  Abda  only  chided  her 
sharply  when  she  expressed  her  joy  at  this  venture  into 
the  world,  and  reminded  her  that  she  was  no  longer  a 
child  and  that  the  world  she  would  see  would  be  the  four 
walls  of  a  harem. 

"  And  I  promise  thee  I  shall  watch  thee  well,  Mistress  !  " 
she  added.  "  Thou  wilt  not  be  able  to  cajole  old  Abda 
in  Baghdad  as  thou  hast  always  done  in  this  forsaken 
place,  to  give  thee  liberty  at  thine  own  sweet  will.  'Tis 
a  great  and  evil  city,  and  thou  has  no  mother,  poor 
lamb !  " 

"  Knewest  thou  my  mother,  Abda  ?  "  the  girl  asked 
with  a  new  curiosity.  This  was  the  second  time  to-day 
that  she  had  heard  spoken  the  name  of  mother — a  word 
she  did  not  remember  ever  to  have  heard  before  in  con 
nection  with  herself. 

"  Nay,  thou  wert  more  than  a  year  old  when  I  came  to 
thee — but  I  have  loved  thee  as  mine  own  ever  since,"  she 
added  jealously. 

"  Thou   hast  been  too  good  to  me,  my  Abda,"  said 
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Yacuta  carelessly.  "  Yet  now  thou  wilt  shut  me  up  in  a 
prison,  away  from  light  and  life  and  joy  ?  " 

"  Thou  wilt  be  as  free  as  is  seemly  for  one  unmarried, 
and  thou  wilt  find  thy  prison,  as  thou  callest  it,  a  very 
pleasant  place  I  doubt  not.  But  I  shall  surely  see  that 
thou  goest  to  thy  husband  innocent  as  thou  wert  born, 
and  without  any  of  the  adventures  which  maidens  of  to 
day  think  to  reconcile  with  a  virtuous  life." 

Yacuta  laughed  as  if  not  seriously  alarmed  at  the  pros 
pect.  In  spite  of  her  father's  and  her  nurse's  belief  in 
her  utter  ignorance  of  the  world,  she  had  somehow 
acquired  enough  wisdom  to  be  certain  that  even  an 
Argus-eyed  duenna  might  be  circumvented  with  the  aid 
of  a  little  deception  and  a  little  wit.  What  if  Abda 
knew  that  only  this  afternoon,  in  defiance  of  her  father's 
strict  injunction,  she  had  ventured  half  way  across  the 
inner  court  before  seeming  to  perceive  the  stranger  who 
stood  beside  the  fountain  ?  Of  course  she  had  paused, 
embarrassed  and  blushing  in  a  beautiful  confusion,  and 
had  turned  to  retrace  her  steps ;  but  she  had  not  muffled 
her  beautiful  face  in  her  mantle  too  soon  to  be  unaware 
of  an  earnest  glance  from  dark  eyes,  and  when  the 
mantle's  fringe  caught  upon  the  thorns  of  a  rose  as  she 
passed,  she  could  hardly  have  refused  a  tiny  smile  and  a 
word  of  thanks  to  the  hand  that  released  her.  To  be  sure, 
he  was  not  her  ideal  hero,  but  he  was  a  man,  and  young — 
the  only  young  man  upon  whom  she  had  ever  looked  in 
her  secluded  life. 

Geber  himself  had  been  working  many  hours  when  the 
late  moon  cast  her  light  upon  the  denuded  roof  of  the 
white  marble  building  in  the  garden.  He  would  allow  no 
hand  but  his  to  prepare  his  beloved  instruments  for  their 
journey.  Many  of  them  were  already  in  their  places  upon 
the  backs  of  the  camels,  and  his  task  was  finished  at  last. 
The  larger  part  of  the  books  remained  to  be  brought 
later,  for  it  would  require  many  hundred  camels  to  trans 
port  Geber's  library  to  Baghdad,  and  these  could  not  be 
found  at  a  moment's  notice.  He  turned  at  last  from  the 
mystic  suggestions  of  the  moonlight.  In  the  absorption 
of  thought  into  which  he  had  fallen,  he  had  forgotten  the 


GEBER 


29 


presence  of  the  slave  who  stood  silently  awaiting  her 
dismissal.  She  too  had  lost  the  consciousness  of  her  sur 
roundings,  and  her  eyes  were  fixed  on  the  faint  white  out 
lines  of  Taurus,  uncertain  against  the  moonlit  sky.  Her 
face  had  fallen  into  lines  of  apathetic  weariness  deeper 
than  that  of  her  body.  She  stared  violently  as  her  mas 
ter  spoke  her  name,  partly  perhaps,  in  surprise  at  the 
unwonted  softness  of  his  tone. 

"  Gulnare !  There  is  one  thing  more  to-night  in  which 
I  must  ask  thy  aid.  It  is  a  service  which  thou  alone 
canst  render  me,  and  for  which  I  must  have  thy  sacred 
oath.  Can  I  trust  thee  ?  " 

"  Thou  canst  trust  me,  Master,  to  all  the  extent  of  my 
power."  Her  eyes  shone  with  pleasure,  and  Geber  re 
garded  her  curiously  as  she  stood  in  the  full  light  of 
the  brilliant  moon. 

"  Almost  I  could  believe  that  thou  dost  not  hate  me 
after  all,"  he  said,  with  a  touch  of  amused  contempt. 

"  I  do  not  hate  thee,  Master,"  she  replied  softly. 

"  Swear  to  me,  girl — swear  to  me  by  Allah,  the  one 
binding  oath  of  the  believer,  that  thou  wilt  fulfil  mine 
instructions  exactly.  Swear  to  me,  that  I  may  believe 
thee  ! " 

Her  face  lost  all  its  delicate  colour,  but  she  answered 
steadily,  "I  may  not  swear  to  thee,  Master;  but  I  do 
promise  thee  faithfully  to  do  all  thy  bidding  in  this,  as  I 
have  ever  done  it  in  all  else." 

He  seized  her  wrist  in  a  strength  of  fury  which  made 
her  wince  with  pain. 

"  Thou  dost  refuse  to  swear  at  my  bidding,  slave — what 
meanest  thou  ?  " 

"  I  promise  thee,  Master — I  do  promise  thee  to  perform 
all  that  thou  askest  of  me,  and  I  will  keep  my  promise 
with  my  life.  But  I  cannot  swear  to  thee,  for  it  is  for 
bidden  me — I  am  a  Christian." 

Geber  loosed  her  hand  so  that  it  fell  to  her  side,  the 
red  marks  of  his  grasp  already  darkening  on  her  wrist. 

"  A  Christian  !  "  Then  he  laughed  scornfully.  "  At 
last  do  I  begin  to  understand  thee  and  thy  ways  of  never- 
resisting  patience !  Truly,  Stoa  taught  us  to  bear  our 
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chains  with  an  uncomplaining  endurance,  but  thy  Christ 
dost  seemingly  cause  thee  to  love  thy  chains  as  if  they 
were  garlands  of  roses.  'Tis  well  for  thee,  girl,  that  I  am 
indifferent  to  thy  religion,  else  would  I  whip  thy  belief 
out  of  thee,  as  did  Abdul,  the  captain  of  the  police,  last 
week,  with  a  stubborn  creature  who  now  lieth  near  her 
death.  And  yet,"  more  to  himself,  as  he  caught  the  look 
of  high  resolve  upon  her  face  which  shone  through  her 
pale  terror,  "  and  yet  more  often  thou  mayst  whip  their 
flesh  to  strings,  and  they  but  cry  the  louder  upon  their  God, 
who  seemeth  at  such  times  to  be  of  an  amazing  deafness  ! 
I  shall  not  whip  thee,  however.  Thou  art  too  valuable  to 
me  to  be  injured  ;  and  as  for  thy  religion,  thou  mayst  be 
lieve  what  pleaseth  thee,  so  be  it  interfereth  not  with 
what  I  bid  thee.  There,  get  up  !  "  harshly,  wrenching 
his  hand  away  from  her  lips  as  she  threw  herself  at  his 
feet  with  a  sob  of  joy.  "  Thou  dost  promise  to  do  what 
I  ask  of  thee,  since  this  religion  of  thine  discourageth  a 
stronger  form  of  words  ?  They  say  that  a  Christian's 
promise  is  better  than  a  Moslem's  oath." 

"  Yes,  Master,  I  do  promise  faithfully." 

"  Then  listen,  and  see  that  thou  art  forever  silent  con 
cerning  what  I  tell  thee  to-night.  Beneath  our  feet  lie 
the  ashes  of  my  wife  whom  I  loved — ay,  loved  as  few  men 
loved,  even  when  loved  in  return,  as  was  I.  Scarce  had  I 
brought  her  to  my  home  when  the  young  man  Harun, 
with  his  foster-father  Yaheya,  passed  through  Tarsus, 
and  through  an  accident  to  her  litter  his  eyes  fell  upon  my 
young  wife.  He  stole  her  from  me.  She  went  out  from  me 
one  day  as  usual  with  a  smile  on  her  sweet  lips,  but  neither 
she  nor  her  attendants  returned  at  nightfall  and  for  weary 
months  I  searched  without  a  clue  or  a  trace  until  mad 
ness  seemed  my  lot.  Then  at  last  one  night  she  crept 
back  to  my  door — to  die.  Yet  even  then,  when  I  had 
learned  the  name  of  her  murderer,  my  wrong  and  hers 
must  go  unavenged — must  be  shut  up  in  my  heart  to 
fester  and  rot  like  an  unburied  corpse,  for  she  forced  from 
me  my  promise  to  spare  the  man's  life  for  the  sake  of  her 
child,  whose  first  wail  fell  on  my  ear  together  with  her 
last  sigh,  breathing  my  name.  Dost  wonder —  He 
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started  with  a  sudden  savage  malediction.  He  had  for- 
gotten  the  presence  of  the  slave. 

"  Dare  to  repeat  what  I  have  said  to  thee,"  he  threatened 
her  fiercely.  "  I  have  been  mad — mad  !  "  She  looked 
at  him  with  a  great  pity  and  a  great  love  shining  in  her 
steadfast  eyes. 

"  Thou  mayst  trust  me,  Master,"  she  said  simply. 
He  recovered  himself  with  an  effort. 

"  I  go  to  Baghdad  to  save  the  life  of  the  favourite  wife 
of  the  Khalif,  Harun  the  Just.  I  know  not  what  shall 
befall  me  there,  or  when  or  where  I  shall  die.  But  when 
that  time  cometh  it  is  my  command  that  only  in  this  spot 
shall  I  be  buried.  And  now  to  make  clear  to  thee  thy 
promise.  Here  shalt  thou  dissolve  my  body  into  nothing 
ness  with  the  acids  of  which  I  have  taught  thee  the  use 
and  shalt  place  in  the  receptacle  prepared  for  it  in  yonder 
tomb,  all  that  remaineth. — Remember,  thou  hast  prom 
ised  !  "  he  cried,  seeing  the  undisguisable  shudder  of 
horror  and  repulsion  which  swept  over  her. 

"  I  have  promised,  Master,  and  I  will  keep  my  promise," 
she  said  faintly,  but  with  courage. 

"  Then  in  reward  will  I  promise  thee  this,  and  this  will 
I  swear  by  the  great  oath  of  Allah  and  the  Prophet. 
Thou  shalt  marry,  not  like  other  slaves,  the  man  I  choose 
for  thee,  but  whom  thou  wilt.  If  he  be  the  property  of 
another  man,  I  will  purchase  and  free  him.  Further,  if 
thou  art  faithful  to  these  thy  words,  at  my  death  I  will 
free  ye  both  and  provide  therewith  a  sufficient  sum  of 
money  for  thy  safekeeping. — It  is  enough.  Go  now  and 
see  if  the  Bishop  of  Antioch  yet  wakes,  I  would  speak 
with  him." 

Gulnare  went  swiftly  on  her  errand.  In  her  brain  was 
a  great  confusion  of  ideas,  but  into  her  pity  for  Geber 
himself  came  suddenly  a  transcending  pity  for  Geber's 
daughter.  She  fancied  she  saw  now  why  he  had  always 
kept  her  in  such  seclusion  and  had  never  selected  a  hus 
band  for  her.  She  thought  with  compassion  of  her  mis 
tress's  haughty  pride  in  her  position  as  the  daughter  of 
the  wealthy  and  learned  Geber.  She  would  suffer  if  she 
ever  learned  the  truth,  for  unless  Harun  himself  accorded 
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her  a  social  recognition,  which  was  most  unlikely  in  one 
of  his  temperament  and  habit,  she  would  then  be  that 
most  pitiable  of  all  social  outcasts,  the  anomaly  innocent 
of  any  crime  against  its  fellows  and  suffering  for  the  sins 
of  others. 

The  bishop  was  conversing  earnestly  with  Muhammcd 
ibn  Yaheya  and  did  not  immediately  turn  at  her  approach. 
She  stood  waiting  with  flushing  cheeks  and  downcast 
eyes  under  the  stranger's  gaze  whose  unconscious  intent- 
ness  compelled  her  glance  and  yet  abashed  it.  Gulnare, 
a  pomegranate.  She  could  not  see  the  soft  curves,  the 
glowing  warmth  of  colour  under  the  skin,  or  the  spiritual 
radiance  of  her  own  face;  yet  some  glimmer  of  the  anal 
ogy  was  even  in  the  good  bishop's  mind  as  he  at  last 
turned  from  his  inattentive  companion  and  listened  to 
Geber's  message.  But  the  message  delivered,  Gulnare 
still  lingered  until  Samuel  glanced  up  again  in  surprise. 

"  Is  there  aught  else,  my  child  ?  "  he  asked  kindly.  She 
burst  into  tears  and  sinking  on  her  knees,  covered  her 
face  with  her  hands.  The  young  man  uttered  an  ex 
clamation.  Upon  her  wrist  were  the  blue  bruises — five 
unmistakable  proofs  that  a  heavy  hand  had  been  laid 
upon  her  helplessness.  But  Gulnare  was  not  thinking  of 
that,  or  even  of  the  young  stranger  himself,  whom  in  fact 
she  had  forgotten.  She  fixed  her  tear-wet  eyes  upon  the 
bishop. 

"Oh,  sir!"  she  cried.  "I  pray  thee  of  thy  mercy  to 
bless  me,  for  I  too  am  a  Christian  and  the  way  is  sharp 
and  thorny ! " 

"  Gladly  will  I  bless  thee,  daughter  !  "  complied  the 
bishop  with  warmth.  He  questioned  her  concerning  her 
faith  and  was  surprised  at  the  intelligence  of  her  replies. 
His  blessing  was  heartfelt,  and  the  words  of  advice  which 
he  added  were  kindly  and  full  of  wisdom. 

"  She  hath  a  rarely  perfect  faith,"  he  said  to  the  young 
man  when  she  had  departed  with  joy  and  hope  shining  in 
her  face.  "  And  her  face  doth  match  her  spirit." 

"  And  yet  Supreme  Justice  hath  created  her  a  slave!  " 
exclaimed  the  other  impatiently. 

"  Dost  thou  judge  the  plan  of   the  Almighty,  son  ! " 
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asked  the  bishop  gravely.  "  There  are  other  and  more 
helpless  slaves  than  those  of  the  body,  there  are  the 
slaves  of  the  spirit,  whose  lot  both  here  and  hereafter  is 
a  thousandfold  worse  than  that  of  this  pure  young  girl 
who  hath  inherited  eternal  life." 

An  hour  before,  Muhammed  would  have  glowed  with 
faith  at  his  teacher's  words,  but  now  he  felt  suddenly  out 
of  tune  with  fate  and  when  he  sought  his  couch  he  dreamed 
of  a  flower-like  face  with  pleading  eyes — the  face  of  a  deli 
cate  girl  with  the  marks  of  cruel  ringers  on  her  wrist,  who 
begged  him  to  protect  her,  while  he  was  fast  bound  and 
could  not  loose  his  bonds. 

Morning  had  not  yet  extinguished  the  last  lamps  of  the 
night  from  her  sky,  when  a  long  train  wound  out  upon 
the  Cilician  plains,  journeying  toward  the  south.  First 
rode  the  horsemen  of  yesterday  on  their  grey  mares,  fresh 
and  impatient  of  restraint  after  their  rest ;  next  came  the 
camels  of  Geber  and  the  bishop  and  those  bearing  the 
litters  of  the  women,  followed  by  the  long  train  of  bag 
gage-camels  and  the  mules  with  the  slaves.  Muhammed 
reined  the  fiery  ardour  of  his  grey  mare  down  to  the  slower 
shuffle  of  Geber's  camel,  and  exchanged  greetings  with 
him.  The  curtain  of  a  litter  behind  him  was  raised  at  the 
sound  of  his  voice,  and  a  veiled  face  looked  out,  but  if  he 
heard  he  did  not  turn  his  head. 

The  early  air  was  sweet  with  the  hope  of  spring,  and 
their  way  led  through  pleasant  valleys  and  a  sunlit  land. 
It  was  the  month  of  feasting,  following  upon  the  heels  of 
the  long  month  of  rigorous  fasting,  and  all  was  merriment 
and  rejoicing  in  the  little  towns  through  which  they 
passed.  The  lute,  and  the  sound  of  singing  might  be 
heard  in  the  karavanserais,  but  the  country  people  were 
for  the  most  part  faithful  followers  of  the  Prophet  who 
had  forbidden  music,  and  even  in  his  own  city  "  Aaron 
the  Orthodox  "  indulged  himself  but  sparingly. 

There  were  not  wanting  however  the  usual  progressive 
spirits  who  already  insisted  that  in  certain  hampering 
particulars,  such  as  wine  and  music,  the  Koran  was  in 
tended  to  be  taken  figuratively. 

There  was  little  at  this  season  of  the  year  to  make  the 
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journey  anything  but  monotonous,  even  to  those  who  saw 
the  world  thus  for  the  first  time.  Geber  wrapped  himself 
in  an  impenetrable  mantle  of  silence  and  reserve  toward 
the  messenger  of  the  khalif,  and  Muhammed  in  conse 
quence  spent  every  moment  at  his  command  in  the  com 
pany  of  the  bishop  Samuel,  to  whom  he  turned  in  that 
warmest,  and  most  enduring  of  earthly  relations,  the  kin 
ship  of  the  soul. 

"  My  life  was  a  desert,  revered  Master,"  he  said  one 
day,  "  until  I  found  thec.  My  father  and  brothers  are 
just  and  upright  men,  but  their  light  is  not  thy  light,  and 
my  soul  was  wearied  of  the  life  at  court,  of  the  intrigues 
and  deceits,  the  fawning  and  the  flattery ;  yet  I  knew  of 
nothing  better — nothing  to  satisfy  the  endless  craving 
which  tormented  me.  On  the  day  when  I  first  saw  thee,  I 
had  taken  the  resolve  to  retire  to  some  fastness  of  the 
desert,  and  there  perfect  my  life  with  fastings  and  prayers. 
I  shall  never  forget  that  day,  my  father ;  how  thou  didst 
stand  fearlessly  in  the  open  street  and  rebuke  the  man 
who  had  shamelessly  taken  back  his  wife,  after  divorcing 
her  the  third  time,  and  so  great  was  the  power  of  thy 
words  that  though  I  knew  many  there  wished  to  see  thee 
tortured  and  burned,  no  hand  was  stretched  out  to  take 
thee,  and  I  was  filled  with  wonder  as  I  followed  thee  out 
of  their  midst." 

The  bishop  looked  affectionately  at  the  young  man. 

"  Thy  place  is  in  the  world,  not  in  a  hermit's  cave,  my 
son.  I  hold  not  with  the  sanctity  which  demands  solitude 
for  its  preservation,  when  the  grain  is  so  ripe  for  the  har 
vest,  and  the  labourers  are  so  few.  He  who  draws  back 
because  of  the  magnitude  of  the  task,  or  hides  himself  for 
fear  contact  with  his  fellows  may  lessen  his  own  godliness, 
is  as  the  sturdy  servant  who  looks  at  the  wide-spreading 
fields  of  his  master  that  perish  for  lack  of  reaping,  and 
says,  '  One  man  can  accomplish  naught,  and  will  weary 
himself  in  vain.  Therefore,  will  I  retire  to  a  distance  that 
the  sight  of  an  unfulfilled  duty  may  not  constantly  re 
proach  me.' ' 

When  evening  came  Muhammed's  heart  grew  sad,  for 
in  the  morning  the  bishop  was  to  separate  from  the  com- 
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pany,  and  pursue  his  journey  toward  safety,  which  for  un 
protected  Christians  lay  not  in  the  direction  of  Baghdad. 
He  had  been  closeted  with  Geber  since  the  evening  call 
to  prayers,  and  the  karavanserai  being  crowded  with 
those  who  had  come  up  to  pay  their  taxes  to  the  dilikan 
of  the  village,  Muhammed  wandered  out  into  the  night  to 
be  alone  with  his  thoughts.  His  feet  carried  him  where 
they  would,  and,  when  he  noted  his  surroundings,  he  was 
on  the  outskirts  of  the  village,  and  before  a  rush-thatched 
hut,  of  a  group  set  apart  for  public  labourers.  From  within 
the  shrill  cries  of  a  child  in  mortal  pain,  or  fear,  were 
cleaving  the  still  night  air.  Without  further  hesitation 
Muhammed  opened  the  low  door  and  entered,  but  stopped 
at  the  threshold.  Upon  the  earthen  floor,  in  a  corner  of 
the  hut's  single  room,  was  the  body  of  a  woman  in  a  fit, 
the  body  bent  upward  in  a  bow,  the  lips  purple,  the  hands 
clenched,  the  teeth  locked,  and  the  eyes  rolled  backward 
into  the  head.  It  was  a  startling  sight  for  the  bravest; 
and  the  child  who  clung  to  the  body  was  shrieking  half  in 
terror  and  half  in  despair,  while  a  man  was  distractedly 
trying  to  loosen  the  desperate  clutch  of  the  little  fingers 
that  he  might  lift  and  soothe  her  in  his  arms. 

"  What  is  amiss,  friend  ?  "  asked  Muhammed  hurriedly, 
as  the  man  turned  his  face  at  the  sudden  entrance. 

"  My  wife  hath  fallen  in  a  fit,  and  the  child  thinketh 
she  is  dead,"  replied  the  man  dully. 

"  Hast  thou  fetched  a  physician?" 

"Ay  ;  he  hath  prescribed  for  her  a  kist*  of  asses'  milk, 
saying  that  she  hath  the  falling  sickness.  That  I  know 
she  hath  not,  though  the  milk  would  assuredly  cure  her, 
could  she  swallow  it — and  us  too  for  that  matter,"  he 
added  to  himself  in  a  lower  tone. 

"  What  thinkest  thou  to  ail  her?" 

"  I  know  not,  perchance  she  grieveth.  She  hath  lost  a 
child  a  week  gone,  and  she  refuseth  to  be  comforted  by 
the  promise  of  the  Prophet,  that  infants  shall  intercede  for 
their  parents  in  Paradise.  She  saith  she  would  gladly 
have  foregone  Paradise  for  ever,  could  the  child  have  had 
enough  to  eat  in  this  life."  The  man  spoke  with  a  culti- 
*  Kist — 20  oz. 
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vation  above  the  ordinary  labourer,  and  with  the  hard  cyn 
icism  of  that  desperation,  which  having  nothing  more  to 
stake,  or  lose,  in  the  game  of  life,  stands  aside,  and  con 
tinues  to  look  upon  the  table  in  the  impersonal  perspec 
tive  of  indifference.  On  the  entrance  of  the  stranger,  the 
child  had  ceased  its  screams,  and  now  lay  impassive,  but 
with  wide  eyes,  in  its  father's  arms.  The  hollow,  unchild- 
ish  gaze  looking  out  over  gaunt  bones  and  drawn  yellow 
skin  troubled  Muhammed.  The  woman's  body  had  re 
laxed,  and  she  now  moaned  feebly  in  an  insensible  torpor. 

"  She  hath  already  come  thus  out  of  three,"  added  the 
man.  "  Death  will  doubtless  soon  release  her.  But  who 
art  thou  that  doth  question  me  ?  "  with  a  sudden  awaken 
ing  of  suspicion.  "  It  is  not  wise  to  babble  to  every  one 
of  what  doth  not  concern  them." 

"  Have  no  fear,  friend,"  replied  Muhammed  gently.  "  I 
wish  thee  no  injury.  Tell  me  thy  story  and  it  may  be  I 
can  yet  aid  thee." 

The  man's  suspicions  yielded  at  his  scrutiny  of  Muham- 
med's  face. 

"Thou  hast  the^ blessed  eye  ;  I  will  trust  thee,"  he  said. 
He  laid  the  child  who  had  now  fallen  into  a  light  doze, 
beside  its  mother,  and  held  a  draught  of  water  to  the  sick 
woman's  lips,  which  she  drank  feebly  and  with  closed 
eyes. 

"The  diJikan*  hath  long  desired  my  wife,  who  was  the 
most  beautiful  maid  in  the  whole  country  around.  He 
commanded  me  that  I  divorce  her,  and  when  I  refused 
both  his  command  and  the  money  wherewith  he  would 
have  bribed  me,  he  ordered  the  overseer  that  we  be  given 
no  more  work  until  we  submitted  to  the  will  of  Allah  and 
the  Prophet.  Having  no  money  we  have  therefore  no 
food.  The  infant  died  a  week  ago,  being  but  a  fragile 
flower  at  best ;  the  woman  is  now  like  to  die,  and  the 
child  and  I  shall  then  soon  be  with  her  in  the  Paradise  of 
Martyrs." 

"  Why  hast  thou  not  brought  thy  case  before  the 
kadi  ?  " 

"The  kadi*  and  the  dilikan  have  drunken  wine  to- 
•  Dihkan — head  of  the  village.  t  Kadi — judge. 
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gether,"  replied  the  man  shortly,  which  saying,  in  that  day 
when  wine  was  forbidden  the  believer  under  severe 
penalties,  was  equivalent  to  meaning  that  neither  would 
dare  gainsay  the  other.  Under  Harun's  system  of  govern 
ment,  the  diJikan  was  the  head  of  the  village  and  the 
guardian  of  the  public  interest.  From  him  there  was  no 
appeal,  save  to  the  kadi,  or  judge,  who  might  in  weighty 
cases  bring  the  matter  before  the  khalif  himself.  Here 
the  woman  moaned  again  and  her  appearance  was  that  of 
one  near  death.  Through  his  perplexity  suddenly  flashed 
to  Muhammed  the  remembrance  of  the  man  whom  he 
was  escorting  to  work  a  miracle  at  another  sick-bed.  He 
turned  hastily  to  the  door. 

"  I  will  return  speedily  with  help  for  thy  wife,"  he 
paused  to  say  and  vanished  into  the  night.  Before  he 
had  reached  Geber's  actual  presence,  however,  the  warmth 
of  his  first  sympathetic  impulse  had  cooled  to  a  remem 
brance  of  Geber's  haughty  and  repellent  indifference  of 
manner.  Of  what  use  would  be  an  appeal  to  this  cold 
man's  sympathies  ;  why  hope  to  persuade  him  to  a  long 
and  tiresome  walk  so  late  in  the  night  to  visit  a  sick 
woman  but  one  remove  from  a  slave  and  who  could  not 
repay  him  by  so  much  as  a  copper  hnbba  for  his  pains? 
But  after  his  last  words  to  the  waiting  man  he  could  not 
return  without  at  least  an  attempt,  so  he  announced  him 
self  to  Geber  and  begged  fora  moment's  interview. 

Geber  was  alone  and  admitted  him  instantly.  He 
listened  without  comment  but  with  close  attention  to 
Muhammed's  story  and  asked  two  or  three  rapid  questions 
about  the  patient's  symptoms  at  its  close.  Then  to 
Muhammed's  surprise  he  arose,  quickly  selected  some 
medicines  from  a  chest  on  the  floor,  and  wrapping 
himself  in  a  heavy  cloak  motioned  to  the  young  man  to 
lead  the  way  back  as  he  came.  No  words  passed  between 
them  as  they  walked.  Geber  wrapped  his  inner  self  in  a 
silent  impenetrability  much  as  he  had  wrapped  his  outer 
body  in  his  cloak.  In  the  entire  association  of  Geber  and 
the  khalif's  messengers  there  had  been  none  of  the  ex 
change  of  courtesies,  the  pleasant  conversations,  the  con 
stant  and  friendly  intercourse,  to  be  naturally  expected 
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between  two  cultivated  and  refined  men  thrown  together 
by  circumstances  so  intimately  and  for  so  great  a  length 
of  time.  From  the  first,  Geber's  manner  had  discouraged 
friendliness  and  forbidden  intimacy,  so  that  Muhammed, 
believing  this  to  be  his  real  nature,  was  more  than  sur 
prised  to  see  him  now  exhibit  so  human  an  interest  in 
a  fellow-creature.  He  allowed  the  physician  to  enter 
the  tiny  hut  alone,  that  he  might  not  be  hampered  by 
the  crowding  of  the  little  room.  He  himself  stood  at  the 
doorway,  awaiting  with  anxious  interest  the  result  of  the 
visit.  By  the  uncertain  light  of  a  twist  of  cloth  burning 
in  a  flat  dish  of  evil-smelling  oil,  he  saw  Gcber  gently  lift 
and  turn  to  a  more  comfortable  position  the  body  of  the 
suffering  woman,  heard  him  magically  soothe  the  awakened 
child  with  a  tender  word  or  two,  while  he  dropped  into 
her  claw-like  fingers  an  unsweetened  cake  of  white  flour, 
and  as  he  hastily  prepared  and  administered  the  medicine, 
he  yet  found  opportunity  to  draw  from  the  man  a  fuller 
account  of  their  sufferings. 

"What  hath  thy  wife  eaten  to-day?  "  he  asked  finally, 
rising  from  his  knees  when  the  patient  with  a  faint  but 
intelligent  smile  of  gratitude  for  release  from  pain,  had 
fallen  into  a  restful  sleep. 

"  We  have  none  of  us  eaten  since  yesterday  at  morning. 
Yet  stay  !  Now  thy  question  remindeth  me  that  at  noon 
to-day  I  saw  her  digging  some  roots  from  a  neighbouring 
field  and  gnawing  them  in  the  excess  of  her  hunger." 

"  She  hath  been  poisoned,  doubtless  as  thou  hast  de 
scribed.  Another  hour  or  two  and  I  could  not  have  saved 
her.  Now  she  is  out  of  danger,  if  thou  dost  give  her  the 
medicine  as  I  have  commanded  thee."  He  paused  in 
his  speech  to  lay  his  broad  white  mantle,  heavily  fringed 
with  scarlet  silk,  over  the  sleeping  forms  of  the  mother 
and  child.  "  Keep  them  warmly  covered  and  with  good 
food — " 

The  man  interrupted  him  with  a  despairing  groan. 

"  We  have  no  food  or  money,  miraculous  Benefactor," 
he  began ;  but  Geber  interrupted  him  brusquely. 

"  Hush,  fool !  Thinkest  thou  that  the  great  Geber 
would  spend  his  time  to  so  little  purpose  as  to  save  the 
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woman's  life  from  an  end  by  poison,  to  let  it  thereafter 
waste  out  by  starvation?  Take  thou  this  money." 
Muhammed's  hand  pressed  back  the  purse;  his  face  was 
flushed  and  his  eyes  shone. 

"  This  part  is  surely  mine,  I  pray  thee !  "  he  exclaimed. 
"  It  is  a  small  part,  compared  to  thine,  but  such  as  it  is, 
I  pray  thee  not  to  deprive  me  thereof."  Geber  shrugged 
his  shoulders  and  replaced  the  purse  in  his  belt.  Mu- 
hammed  turned  to  the  half-dazed  man. 

"  I  am  an  official  in  the  household  of  the  Khalif  Harun 
al  Raschid.  The  arm  of  the  Prince  of  Believers  is  long 
and  the  sight  of  his  eyes  is  to  the  end  of  his  dominions, 
so  that  no  unjust  servant  may  hope  to  escape  the  punish 
ment  which  he  deserves.  Thy  place  shall  be  restored  to 
thee  with  an  increase  of  thy  daily  wage.  Thy  wife  will 
recover,  thanks  be  to  this  great  and  good  physician  whom 
Allah  in  His  mercy  hath  sent  to  thee."  He  glanced 
around  as  he  spoke,  but  Geber  had  silently  taken  his 
departure. 

"  I  cannot  restore  to  thee  thy  little  one  who  is  gone,  for 
which  I  truly  grieve,  but  when  I  send  food  to  thee,  I  will 
also  send  to  be  thy  comforter  one  who  is  wiser  than  I,  a 
good  and  holy  man  who  beareth  a  blessed  message  to  all 
that  suffer." 

When  the  grateful  husband,  so  overcome  with  gratitude 
to  his  unexpected  preservers  that  he  with  difficulty  ex 
pressed  his  thanks,  would  have  restored  the  cloak  which 
Geber  had  laid  above  the  sleeping  wife  and  child, 
Muhammed  motioned  him  to  leave  it. 

"  Nay,  he  hath  left  it  with  thee  for  a  gift.  Keep  it 
therefore  in  remembrance  of  the  man  who  hath  this  night 
saved  thy  wife  alive, — Geber  the  Astrologer. 

He  overtook  Geber  with  some  difficulty,  for  deprived 
of  the  warmth  of  his  mantle,  the  latter  was  making  all 
haste  back  through  the  night  to  save  his  aged  blood  a 
chill. 

"  Wilt  thou  honour  me  by  accepting  my  cloak,  Geber 
al  Tarsusi?"  asked  Muhammed  with  timidity,  fearing  a 
rebuff,  but  with  warm  feeling  in  his  tones.  He  reproached 
himself  that  he  had  so  misjudged  this  man.  "  My  blood 
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is  young,  and  in  truth  I  need  it  not.  I  pray  thee,  sir,  so 
far  to  honour  and  pleasure  me  ! " 

He  felt  Geber's  eyes  searching  him  keenly  in  the  starlit 
silence,  but  the  reply  was  unexpectedly  gentle. 

"  I  thank  thee  for  thy  consideration,  son  of  Barmek. 
Thy  cloak  will  indeed  be  grateful  to  me." 

The  next  morning,  as  the  train  of  the  royal  messenger 
wound  its  way  out  of  the  town  past  the  ragged  fringe  of 
labourers'  huts,  Muhammed,  who  rode  to-day  last  in  his 
company,  drew  rein  at  the  door  to  which  fate  had  guided 
his  steps  the  night  before.  As  he  halted,  the  Bishop  of 
Antioch  came  out  to  him  with  a  joyful  face. 

"  She  hath  listened  to  me,"  he  said,  "  and  she  and  her 
household  are  become  of  us  and  of  the  true  God.  She 
doth  bless  God  and  thee." 

Having  received  his  friend's  parting  blessing,  Muham 
med  made  haste  to  overtake  his  departing  company.  In 
the  midst  of  his  soldiers,  mounted  upon  two  asses  and 
loaded  with  chains,  rode  the  kadi  and  the  dUikan. 
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Ah,  why  hath  death  so  long  delay'd 

To  wrap  me  in  its  friendly  shade, 

Left  me  to  wander  here  alone, 

When  all  my  heart  held  dear  is  gone !  — ABOU  ISMAEL. 

"  ALLAH  IL  ALLAH  !  God  is  great !  Come  to  prayer !  " 
The  call  resounded  through  the  Street  of  the  Minarets  at 
noon  and  the  praying  multitude  had  risen  from  its  face 
and  resumed  the  business  of  the  hour.  In  the  covered 
streets  outside  the  city  walls  the  glare  of  the  sun,  warm 
even  at  this  early  season  of  the  year,  could  not  penetrate, 
and  within  their  cool  comfort  the  merchants  might  ex 
change  the  gossip  of  the  day  between  the  ebb  and  flow 
of  custom. 

Here  in  the  shops  and  booths  and  open  bazaars  was 
exposed  for  sale  the  wealth  of  the  world.  Here  were 
cunningly  carved  gems,  and  gold  and  silver  ornaments 
wrought  in  every  device  of  the  jeweller's  art,  with  dishes 
and  vessels  of  every  form  and  for  every  conceivable  pur 
pose,  at  the  neighbouring  stalls  of  the  metal-workers. 
Here  were  shawls  and  silks  and  rich  brocades  from  Kassi- 
mere,  costumes  and  habits  from  Surat,  velvets  from  Sig- 
istan,  tapestries  from  Kinnisrin,  shoes  and  girdles  of  red 
and  yellow  leather  from  Turkey,  carpets  from  Tabristan, 
weapons  of  the  famed  steel  of  Damascus,  or  pungent  per 
fumes  which  though  carefully  sealed,  still  evaded  their 
bonds  and  subtly  impregnated  all  the  surrounding  air 
with  their  suggestion.  Here  was  the  index  of  the  nation's 
prosperity  and  here  could  be  found  every  form  of  luxury 
which  the  unbounded  wealth  of  the  age  could  devise  or 
execute,  outspread  to  tempt  the  purchaser. 

"  I  know  not  if  our  trade  be  more  or  less  since  our  re 
moval,  neighbour,"  remarked  Obiad  the  paper-seller  from 
the  door  of  his  booth,  to  a  dealer  in  jewels  who  sat  out- 
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side  his  shop  smoking  his  narjil  in  great  satisfaction  at  a 
bargain  which  he  had  just  concluded. 

"  Thy  removal  from  thine  ancient  position  in  the  centre 
of  the  city?" 

"  Even  so.  I  had  forgotten  that  thou  wert  not  among 
us  then.  'Twas  a  cheering  sight  in  those  days  to  pass 
through  our  streets  and  many  came  that  way  who  did  not 
buy,  merely  to  view  the  rich  showing  of  the  stalls  or  to 
see  the  beautiful  girls  of  all  nations  for  sale  in  the  slave 
market.  The  khalif  himself — may  Allah  add  to  his  great 
ness  ! — was  proud  of  the  wealth  of  his  city  which  these 
bazaars  displayed  to  the  stranger,  and  had  it  not  been  for 
the  Greek  we  might  have  been  still  coining  our  fortunes 
there  to-day." 

"  The  Greek,  sayest  thou  ?  " 

"Ay,  the  ambassador  from  Irene  of  the  Greeks.  The 
Fortunate  One  led  him  through  the  city  to  see  and  admire 
its  splendours,  and  most  especially  the  magnificence  of 
these  booths  of  ours.  But  at  the  end  the  jealous  Greek 
would  only  say,  '  It  is  indeed  a  wondrous  work  of  art,  oh 
King  of  the  Arabians,  but  thou  hast  here  allowed  thine 
enemies  to  settle  in  thy  midst.  Within  these  bazaars 
many  spies  might  find  safe  hiding-places.'  Whereupon 
the  khalif  gave  orders  that  we  should  all  be  driven  outside 
the  city  walls." 

"  'Twas  like  the  treacherous  Greek  to  wish  to  spoil  what 
he  could  not  hope  to  equal,"  replied  the  jeweller  ;  "  but  I 
have  not  found  trade  dull  even  here." 

"Nay;  I  saw  that  thou  hadst  the  poet  Ibrahim  an 
Nadim  fora  customer  but  now.  I  hope  thou  hast  already 
secured  thy  payment,  however,  for  I  hear  that  the  young 
exquisite  standeth  in  the  shadow  of  the  debtor's  prison." 
The  jeweller  shrugged  his  shoulders  and  continued  to 
smoke  unmoved. 

"  Those  of  my  trade  must  take  some  risks.  He  is  a 
great  poet  and  one  can  never  foretell  when  the  Com 
mander  of  the  Faithful  may  be  moved  to  fill  the  singer's 
mouth  with  priceless  gems.  In  that  day  An  Nadim  will 
remember  me." 

"  'Tis  a  mouthful  I  myself  would  willingly  be  helped 
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to,"  remarked  Obiad,  as  he  entered  his  shop  to  serve  a 
scribe  to  some  parchment.  The  jeweller  sat  still  in  his 
doorway,  but  a  shade  of  anxiety  crossed  his  face. 

"  It  is  well  that  I  shall  be  repaid  for  my  risk,"  he  mused. 
"  He  hath  many  friends  and  can  doubtless  raise  the  money, 
but  I  will  press  him  in  the  matter  with  the  excuse  that  I 
have  to  make  payment  for  many  dinars'  worth  of  jewels 
this  month." 

In  the  Street  of  the  Tailors,  just  within  the  north-west 
gate  of  the  city,  two  men  met  in  the  shadow  of  a  great 
building. 

"  Peace  be  with  thee,  Ibrahim  an  Nadim — well  met ! " 
cried  one  who  from  his  attire  and  the  short  sword  which 
he  carried  was  evidently  a  soldier.  "  But  what  cause 
bringeth  the  luxurious  poet  upon  the  street  at  this  hour 
of  the  day  on  foot  and  unattended  ?  " 

"Hush — not  so  loudly,  I  pray  thee!  Her  window 
looks  upon  us  from  across  the  way  and  I  saw  a  hand 
move  the  shutters  but  now  as  thou  didst  speak.  I  am 
willing  enough  that  she  should  know  I  stand  here,  but  I 
have  no  wish  that  the  chief  Jurisconsult  Sofyan  ibn  Oyai- 
na  should  be  informed  by  thy  voice  that  I  wait  beneath 
his  window  for  a  glimpse  of  that  beauty  which  hath  in 
toxicated  me.  Yesterday  she  smiled  at  me  from  the  half- 
opened  shutter  and  waved  her  hand  like  a  gleam  of  the 
aurora  in  a  night  sky.  To-day  I  have  brought  to  lay  at 
her  shrine  a  jewel,  purchased  at  double  its  value  of  a 
wretch  of  a  jeweller,  because  I  had  not  the  money  ready 
in  my  hand,  forsooth!  But  what  then?  The  Prophet 
will  surely  have  an  eye  to  the  needs  of  his  most  devoted 
follower  and  I  carry  my  treasure-box  with  me,"  laughingly 
tapping  his  forehead.  "  See  !  is  it  not  something  to  be 
admired,  even  by  a  pampered  woman  ?  "  He  produced  a 
bag  of  soft  leather  from  which  he  cautiously  drew  a  rarely 
beautiful  emerald  cut  in  the  form  of  a  griffin's  head  and 
held  in  a  golden  claw  of  that  mythical  animal.  He  held  the 
jewel  lovingly  in  the  palm  of  his  hand,  moving  it  to  and 
fro  to  catch  the  darting  beams  of  sunlight.  The  casement 
across  the  street  was  quite  open  now  and  the  beautiful, 
eager  face  of  a  girl  looked  coquettishly  across  at  the  poet. 
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"  Silence  !  "  he  cautioned  suddenly.  "  Maledictions  on 
that  noisy  sword  of  thine  !  "  as  the  other  loosed  his  hold  of 
his  weapon  in  order  to  throw  his  short  soldier's  cloak 
more  securely  over  his  shoulders.  "  Someone  cometh  !  " 

Ibrahim  slipped  the  jewel  out  of  sight  and  was  instantly 
deep  in  conversation  as  the  man  whom  he  had  most  wish 
to  avoid  appeared  at  the  end  of  the  street  with  his  follow 
ing  of  scribes  and  slaves,  passing  the  two  men  closely, 
with  a  dark  look  from  them  to  the  window  opposite  as  he 
entered  his  house. 

"  Sawest  thou  Harun  yesterday  riding  with  his  two 
sons  ?"  Ibrahim  was  asking  as  the  Jurisconsult  passed. 

"  Nay,"  replied  the  other,  "  thou  forgettest  that  I  am  a 
stranger  to  the  city  for  these  five  years  past  and  have 
never  seen  the  young  princes,  his  sons.  But  they  tell  me 
that  one  is  well-favoured  and  the  other  but  little  esteemed 
among  you." 

"  True,  thy  life  hath  been  spent  greatly  in  the  camps 
and  of  late  with  the  governor  of  Khorasan.  I  had  for 
gotten  that  yester-night  saw  thine  arrival  in  the  City  of 
Peace.  And  thou  hast  not  yet  had  speech  with  the 
khalif?" 

"  He  giveth  me  audience  in  two  hours'  time." 

"  That  accomplished,  I  will  accompany  thee  to  the  baths 
and  the  clubs,  where  thou  wilt  learn  more  of  the  city  in 
an  hour  than  I  could  teach  thce  in  a  week.  Thou  wilt 
soon  make  the  name  of  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  as  famed  for 
gallantry  and  wit,  I  doubt  not,  as  it  now  is  for  bravery 
and  daring  as  a  soldier.  But  about  the  young  princes — 
thou  hast  heard  only  the  truth.  The  son  of  the  beautiful 
and  good  Zobeide,  granddaughter  of  Al  Mansour,  is  but 
ill-favoured  and  ill-esteemed,  while  the  son  of  the  slave 
Ayeshaisa  brave  and  beautiful  lad,  upright  and  a  kindly 
heart  and  already  much  beloved  by  the  people,  who  re 
joice  that  he  and  not  Amin  is  the  elder  and  will  therefore 
inherit  the  throne. 

"  The  gossips  whisper  that  at  the  birth  of  Amin,  the  son 
of  Zobeide,  it  was  neglected  to  cry  into  the  ear  of  the 
new-born  babe  the  prayers  of  ikameh  and  adan  the  pre 
scribed  number  of  times.  Thou  dost  remember  that 
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unless  the  precaution  is  taken  to  whisper  to  the  babe  three 
times  the  warning,  '  Come  to  prayer  !  Come  to  security  ! 
God  is  just  ! ' — with  the  rest  of  the  prayers — the  jinnee 
will  enter  into  the  child's  body  ;  for  above  all  things,  the 
evil  spirits  are  rejoiced  at  the  opportunity  to  enter  the 
body  of  a  young  child.  Not  that  they  disdain  one  older, 
if  it  come  within  their  reach.  It  was  but  yesterday  that 
as  I  rode  across  the  plain  outside  the  city  walls  to  the 
south,  a  zobaaJi  overtook  me — thou  knowest  how  a  jinn 
loveth  to  travel  in  that  whirlwind  of  dust — and  it  was  not 
until  I  had  cried  '  Iron  !  '  three  times,  that  it  disappeared 
and  I  might  breathe.  Indeed,  it  is  a  mercy  they  are  so 
afraid  of  metals  that  the  very  name  of  one  will  frighten 
them  away." 

"  Let  us  not  speak  of  them  here,"  said  Rafi,  looking 
about  him  uneasily.  "  I  have  heard  that  it  is  unlucky  to 
speak  of  jinnee  in  the  open  street.  Hast  thou  heard  of 
the  condition  of  the  Queen  Zobeide  to-day  ?  " 

"  She  groweth  weaker  every  hour  and  her  arm  hath 
still  that  strange  and  frightful  stiffness  and  standeth  now 
as  always  at  right  angles  to  her  body.  She  thinketh  her 
self  possessed  and  they  tell  that  her  fear  is  painful  to  be 
hold.  Watchers  are  already  posted  upon  the  walls,  await 
ing  the  arrival  of  that  famed  physician  and  astrologer, 
Geber  al  Tarsusi,  who  is  now  expected  hourly.  Unless 
he  can  work  the  miracle  wherein  hath  all  the  learning  of 
the  College  of  Baghdad  failed,"  with  a  shrug,  "  I  would 
not  give  a  diJircni  for  his  head  ;  for  the  khalif  loveth 
Zobeide  as  the  breath  of  his  nostrils,  and  if  this  last  re 
source  fail,  naught  will  avail  to  save  her,  Harun  spendeth 
his  days  in  charities  and  acts  of  justice,  seeking  to  assure 
the  intercession  of  the  Prophet  in  his  behalf.  Every  one 
now  who  hath  the  smallest  grievance  is  most  patiently 
heard,  and  Jaafar  the  Barmek  is  wearied  nigh  unto  death 
with  the  press  of  work.  Even  those  wrongs  which  have 
stunk  in  the  nostrils  of  Justice  till  age  hath  dulled  their 
flavour,  are  now  sought  out  and  redressed." 

His  conversation  was  interrupted  by  a  cry  which  came 
up  the  street.  "  It  is  the  Khalif,  Harun  the  Just !  Room 
for  the  Prince  of  Believers  ! "  The  two  young  men  drew 
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closer  to  the  wall ;  as  they  did  so  a  cortege  swept  past 
them  from  another  direction  with  a  clatter  of  horses' 
feet  and  shrill  cries  from  the  runners  and  palanquin- 
bearers. 

"  It  is  from  the  palace,"  said  Ibrahim,  looking  at  the 
liveries.  "  Doubtless  one  of  the  khalifs  sisters." 

The  palanquin  of  ebony,  heavily  inlaid  with  silver,  was 
curtained  with  scarlet  silk  and  borne  by  Nubian  runners 
clad  in  white  and  gold.  It  was  surrounded  by  a  guard  of 
eunuchs  uniformed  in  purple  and  silver.  Before  and  after 
them  rode  twenty  female  slaves  dressed  as  pages,  in 
trousers  of  white  and  sleeveless  tunics  of  blue  embroidered 
in  silver.  Upon  their  heads  they  wore  the  conical  cap — 
the  cidan — of  Zoroaster  and  jewels  flashed  from  their 
girdles  and  the  shoulder-clasps  of  their  tunics.  Zobeide 
had  instituted  this  custom,  and  so  fiercely  had  burned  the 
flame  of  emulation  that  now  every  young  man  of  fashion 
must  have  a  female  slave  attending  him  at  all  times  to  do 
his  bidding.  It  was  a  vivid  panorama  of  colour,  its  brilliant 
combinations  of  tints  and  shades  shifting  like  a  kaleido 
scope  before  the  dazzled  eye,  while  a  king's  ransom  of 
jewels  and  precious  metals  upon  the  turbans  and  belts  of 
the  body-guard,  flashed  and  burned  in  the  sunshine. 

Harun  had  dismounted  and  stood  aside  to  allow  the 
palanquin  and  its  attendants  to  pass  him  in  the  narrow 
street ;  for  though  it  is  considered  indiscreet  and  beneath 
him  for  a  Moslem  to  mention  the  females  of  his  own  or 
a  friend's  family,  even  to  inquire  for  their  health,  in  pub 
lic  a  woman  however  humble  in  station  is  shown  an  ex 
aggerated  respect,  and  even  the  Khalif,  Harun  the  Just, 
had  been  known  to  dismount  and  turn  back  in  the  street 
to  allow  a  peasant  woman  mounted  upon  a  heavily- 
burdened  ass  to  pass  him  in  safety. 

He  did  not  raise  his  moody  eyes  to  the  passing  litter 
and  he  did  not  see  that  a  white  hand  lifted  the  curtain 
for  a  moment  while  the  dark  eyes  of  his  favourite  sister 
Abassa  looked  out  above  the  delicate  veil  and  fixed  them 
selves  upon  the  face  of  his  companion,  Jaafar  ibn  Yaheya 
the  Barmek,  his  friend  and  favourite  whom  he  had  raised 
to  a  position  in  power  only  second  to  his  own.  Jaafar 
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saw  the  movement,  but  he  did  not  turn  and  the  expres 
sion  of  his  inscrutable  features  remained  unchanged. 

Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  seeing  the  face  of  the  khalif  thus  for 
the  first  time,  examined  it  with  the  deepest  interest.  The 
eyes  were  wide  and  calm,  the  features  noble,  and  the 
high,  full  brow  gave  an  impress  of  thought  and  a  sug 
gestion  of  studious  contemplation  to  the  whole  face, 
which,  however,  was  narrower  in  its  outlines  than  was  com 
patible  with  a  genial  kindliness  of  spirit,  and  the  finely 
chiselled  mouth,  also,  promised  a  possible  compression 
into  a  line  of  cruelty.  Underlying  and  giving  colour  to 
the  drawing  of  the  features  was  that  indefinable  expres 
sion  of  vital  strength,  the  impalpable  essence  of  force, 
which  unconsciously  informs  the  soul  of  the  despot,  upon 
whose  careless  nod  hangs  the  question  of  life  or  death 
for  his  fellow-beings,  with  one  sense  of  divinity — an  ar 
bitrary  and  absolute  power — and  lends  to  even  the  most 
degraded  and  brutal  of  tyrants  a  fictitious  dignity  which 
raises  him  above  the  level  of  his  kind.  To  this  inspira 
tion  in  Harun's  face  was  added  an  elevation  of  character 
and  a  natural  nobility  of  demeanour  which  sat  easily  upon 
his  tall  and  athletic  figure,  but  which  might  become  a 
stern  austerity  under  offence. 

To-day  the  face  was  sombre  and  overcast  with  a  heavy 
trouble  and  the  clear  lines  of  the  mouth  blurred  with 
weariness  and  depression.  He  sighed  and  turned  to  his 
companion  as  he  remounted  his  horse  and  rode  slowly 
on  up  the  street  toward  the  building  where  Rafi  and  his 
companion  still  waited  for  them  to  pass. 

"  Surely,  when  this  is  accomplished,  Allah  will  heed  my 
prayers  and  the  Prophet's  intercession  for  me,  thinkest 
thou  not  so,  Jaafar?"  he  asked. 

"  Doubt  it  not,  O  Prince  !  "  replied  Jaafar  fervently, 
looking  with  real  pity  upon  the  ravages  anxiety  and  grief 
had  lately  made  in  that  kingly  countenance.  "  I  dreamed 
last  night  of  a  beautiful  green  garden  in  which  was  no 
other  colour,  and  in  its  midst  was  a  pond  of  water  which 
glistened  white  in  mine  eyes  and  when  I  awoke  my  first 
thought  was  of  thee.  Therefore  because  of  all  these 
good  omens  in  which  I  could  discover  nothing  of  any 
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evil,  I  am  assured  that  good  fortune  awaiteth  thee.  Thy 
famous  physician  will  perchance  arrive  to-day  and  then 
surely  all  will  go  well." 

The  monarch's  face  brightened  at  his  favourite's  words. 

"  Thou  dost  ever  comfort  me,  friend,"  he  said  affection 
ately.  "  If  this  Geber  doth  accomplish  a  cure  he  will  not 
find  Harun  al  Raschid  ungenerous.  But  I  have  a  fear, 
Jaafar,  which  I  would  confide  to  thee.  Only  the  utmost 
necessity  hath  compelled  me  to  bring  this  man  hither.  I 
once  did  him  a  wrong — nothing  perchance  of  which  he 
still  retaineth  the  memory,  for  it  was  many  years  ago  and  I 
was  but  a  young  man,  learning  the  art  of  war  with  thy 
father  in  the  camps.  Nor  do  I  know  of  a  surety  that  he 
hath  connected  me  with  his  misfortune,  for  the  traces 
were  well  covered.  But  my  heart  misgiveth  me  to-day 
when  I  dwell  upon  the  memory  and  remember  for  what 
purpose  I  have  compelled  his  presence.  For  it  was 
through  his  wife  that  I  once  injured  him,  and  to-day  he 
cometh  to  restore  my  wife  unto  me.  Truly,  a  strange 
trick  of  Fate  !  " 

Jaafar  looked  at  him  in  dismayed  surprise.  Did  re 
imagine  other  men  forgot  such  injuries  more  easily  than 
would  he  himself,  that  he  thus  rashly  trusted  his  greatest 
treasure  in  the  lion's  jaw  of  revenge?  It  was  too  late  to 
advise  now,  since  the  khalif  had  well  concealed  this  state 
of  the  case  from  his  favourite.  He  could  but  watch,  and 
if  the  astrologer  attempted  any  trick,  or  gave  evidence  to 
his  eye  of  any  mischievous  design — Harun's  thoughts  too 
had  run  in  the  same  channel. 

"  If  she  recovereth  not  under  his  care,  I  will  divide  his 
body  and  hang  it  upon  each  side  of  the  palace  gates,"  he 
said  quietly,  with  his  lips  pressed  to  a  narrow  line. 

Now  they  had  reached  the  great  building  whose  shadow 
fell  athwart  the  street.  It  was  one  of  the  city  prisons 
and  its  unwindowed  sides  rose  unbroken  to  its  height, 
save  where  in  the  centre  a  heavily  a»  'hed  and  columned 
portal  gave  access  to  an  iron  gate.  The  poet  and  his  com 
panion  drew  farther  away  and  mingled  with  the  accom 
panying  crowd  as  they  saw  the  khalif  preparing  to  halt  at 
the  very  point  at  which  they  stood.  Here  Jaafar  again 
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dismounted  and  the  warden  was  summoned  by  blows  upon 
the  great  gate.  That  disturbed  official  was  profuse  in 
salutations.  Which  of  his  little  peccadilloes  had  been 
discovered  and  what  would  be  the  punishment  meted  out 
to  him  ?  Surely  something  dreadful,  since  the  khalif  had 
come  in  person.  But  what  is  a  man  to  do  when  he  has 
an  expensive  harem  to  maintain  ?  Harun  fixed  him  with 
a  piercing  eye  and  cut  short  his  expressions  of  gratitude 
that  the  Prince  of  Believers  should  do  him  so  much 
honour. 

"  Where  is  the  matbak  in  which  my  father  of  blessed 
memory  caused  Yakoub,  the  Intendant  of  the  palace,  to 
be  confined  fifteen  years  ago  ?  "  he  asked.  The  warden 
recovered  himself  after  a  moment's  stare  of  blank  astonish 
ment,  and  replied  hastily, 

"  He  is  under  thy  feet,  oh  Descendant  of  the  Prophet." 

"  Under  my  feet !  "  The  khalif  looked  down  at  the 
pavement  below  him.  In  the  centre  was  a  small  square 
of  iron  let  into  the  stones  in  such  a  manner  that  no  one 
would  notice  it  who  did  not  previously  know  of  its  exist 
ence. 

"  He  is  there,  Prince  of  the  Faithful  ;  and  as  I  remem 
ber  now  to  have  been  told,  he  hath  been  there  for  the  last 
fifteen  years,  though  he  was  imprisoned  before  my  time 
and  I  have  never  cared  to  view  him,  since  his  care  lieth 
not  in  my  duty." 

"  Cease  thy  prating,  fool,  and  open  the  matbak  !  The 
prisoner  is  to  be  brought  forth."  It  was  Jaafar  who 
spoke,  inspired  by  a  glance  at  the  khalif's  face,  which  ex 
pressed  impatience  and  a  half-reluctant  stirring  of  regret. 
It  may  be  that  the  refinement  of  torture  which  for  fifteen 
years  and  for  some  trivial,  forgotten  offence,  could  leave  a 
man  imprisoned  where  daily  life  and  freedom  passed  in  a 
constant  stream  above  his  head,  a  perpetual  reminder  of 
his  own  condition,  touched  the  monarch  even  in  that  day 
when  torture  was  constantly  in  use  and  refined  to  its  ut 
most  and  human  life  or  human  suffering  was  of  little  im 
portance  to  the  ruler  of  millions.  The  warden  called  his 
men  and  with  their  help  the  little  iron  door  was  raised 
and  a  rope  lowered  to  the  occupant  of  the  cell. 
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"  Bind  the  rope  about  thee,  that  we  may  draw  thee 
up!  "  commanded  the  warden,  keeping  his  face  well  away 
from  the  mouth  of  the  opening  that  he  might  not  breathe 
the  poisonous  air  which  rose  as  the  cover  was  removed. 
It  was  some  time  before  the  feeble  intellect  below  could 
be  made  to  grasp  the  fact  that  the  khalif  demanded  his 
presence,  or  the  feeble  fingers  could  fasten  the  rope  se 
curely  enough  to  admit  of  trusting  a  man's  weight  to  its 
safety,  even  the  weight  of  a  man  who  had  -spent  fifteen 
years  in  a  living  death,  sustained  only  by  a  pitcher  of 
water  and  a  small  loaf  of  bread  a  day.  At  last  there 
appeared  above  the  level  of  the  street  a  head  covered  with 
a  tangled  mat  of  snow-white  hair  and  a  man's  bare  shoul 
ders  whose  skin  was  drawn  like  yellow  parchment  across 
the  starting  bones.  At  the  same  moment  a  camel-train 
entered  the  street  from  the  north-west  gate,  led  by  a 
company  of  soldiers  mounted  on  grey  mares.  At  sight 
of  the  scene  which  blocked  their  further  progress  in  the 
street  they  halted  their  columns  in  a  solid  wall  oppo 
site  the  khalif's  train,  the  sleepy  faces  of  the  camels  looking 
down  over  the  horses  upon  the  hollow  square,  in 
the  centre  of  which  the  khalif  bent  from  his  horse  toward 
the  all  but  naked  man  before  him.  The  prisoner  was  now 
held  upright  on  his  feet  outside  his  prison  and  in  the  free 
light  of  day.  He  drew  in  a  deep,  bewildered  breath  and 
thrust  back  the  matted  masses  of  his  hair  from  his  eyes. 
Then  he  gave  a  shrill  cry  of  agony. 

"  I  am  blind  !  O  God,  I  am  blind  !  "  he  cried.  "  I 
shall  never  again  see  the  sunlight,  or  look  upon  my  daugh 
ter's  face!"  He  fell  on  his  face  in  the  dust.  Jaafar 
Stooped  over  him  and  laid  a  hand  upon  his  shoulder. 

"  Thou  hast  still  life  and  the  sweet  air  and  all  beautiful 
sounds,"  he  said  in  a  low  tone.  "  Arise,  for  the  khalif  is 
before  thee,  and  if  thou  dost  not  thank  him  for  his  clem 
ency  it  may  well  be  that  he  will  leave  thee  again  to  thy 
prison.  Come,  arise,  and  I  will  lead  thee  before  him." 
He  raised  the  wretch,  fallen  to  this  moment  from  one  of 
the  wealthiest  and  most  influential  positions  of  the  royal 
household,  and  half-led,  half-carried  him  to  the  khalif's 
feet. 
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"Yakoub,"  said  Harun  gently,  gazing  with  pity  upon 
him,  "  Allah  hath  had  compassion  upon  thee  and  hath  put 
it  into  my  mind  this  day  to  remember  and  release  thee 
from  thy  prison." 

"  Commander  of  the  Faithful,  Al  Mehdi,  the  Well-di 
rected,  on  whom  be  the  mercy  of  Allah  and  His  benedic 
tion,"  began  Yakoub  in  a  trembling  voice,  but  Harun 
interrupted  him. 

"  I  am  not  Al  Mehdi,"  he  said,  seeing  with  surprise  that 
the  man  had  no  knowledge  of  the  events  which  had  trans 
pired  during  the  fifteen  years  of  his  imprisonment,  and 
thought  that  Al  Mehdi  still  reigned. 

"  Salutation  to  the  Commander  of  the  Faithful,  Al 
Hadi,  the  Director,"  began  Yakoub  again,  but  again  Harun 
interrupted  him. 

"  I  am  not  Al  Hadi."  The  prisoner  stood  silent  and 
perplexed  and  Harun  continued  in  a  voice  of  great  gen 
tleness.  "  I  am  Harun  al  Raschid,  whom  as  a  little  child 
thou  once  didst  carry  upon  thy  shoulder,  oh  Yakoub  ibn 
Daoud !  I  have  thought  thee  dead  until  to-day  and  it  is 
with  grief  that  I  behold  thee  thus.  But  thy  sufferings 
are  now  at  an  end  Thy  property  shall  be  restored  to 
thee  and  thou  shalt  choose  a  suitable  residence  where 
thou  wilt." 

Tears  rolled  down  the  face  of  the  released  prisoner  as  he 
again  prostrated  himself  in  gratitude.  Jaafar's  face  bore 
a  look  of  loyal  affection,  but  the  khalif  himself  sighed  as 
he  turned  away  from  the  scene,  nor  was  his  face  lightened 
of  its  gloom.  Throughout  the  interview  there  had  rested 
upon  him  the  basilisk  gaze  of  an  old  man  mounted  upon 
a  gigantic  camel  and  the  pair  to  his  fascinated  gaze  seemed 
to  grow  momentarily  larger  until  the  spectre  filled  and 
darkened  the  whole  sky.  Instead  of  the  feeling  of  compla 
cent  satisfaction  which  should  have  followed  this  act  of  jus 
tice  and  which  Jaafar  did  his  utmost  to  inspire  with  warm 
words  of  approval  and  admiration,  the  khalif  rode  back 
toward  his  palace  with  mind  weighed  down  by  a  dim  fore 
boding  of  coming  evil  and  a  haunting  vision  of  two  burn 
ing  eyes  under  a  red  turban. 

"  I  will  have  the  whole  sect  of  red-turbaned  Magians 
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hunted  out  of  the  city  to-morrow  !  "  he  muttered  to  him 
self  ;  but  the  next  hour  brought  other  things  to  occupy 
his  mind,  for  Geber  the  Astrologer  had  at  last  arrived  and 
awaited  the  pleasure  of  the  Prince  of  Believers  concerning 
his  sick  wife,  the  Queen  Zobeide. 


CHAPTER  V 

And  many  a  sheeny  summer  mom 

Adown  the  Tigris  I  was  borne, 
By  Bagdat's  shrines  of  fretted  gold, 

High-walled  gardens  green  and  old ; 
True  Musselman  was  I  and  sworn, 

For  it  was  in  the  golden  prime 
Of  good  Haroun  Alraschid. — TENNYSON. 

WHEN  the  monk  DAD,  of  tradition,  gave  up  his  garden 
to  be  the  site  of  a  new  capital  for  the  reigning  khalif, 
perchance  the  Prophet  granted  to  him  a  vision  of  the  City 
of  Peace  which  was  destined  to  spring  from  his  sacrifice — 
Baghdad,  the  Garden  of  Dad — as  it  was  in  the  days  of  its 
greatest  splendour  under  the  reign  of  the  Successor  of  the 
Prophet,  Harun  the  Just,  and  of  Zobeide  his  wife.  This 
was  the  "  golden  prime  of  the  Khalifate,"  when  "  The 
earth  was  watered  with  musk  and  rose,"  when  the  teach 
ings  of  the  Prophet  were  revered  in  all  its  borders  and  the 
very  doves  cried  "  Allah  !  Allah  !  "  in  the  streets.  When 
a  monarch  sets  an  example  of  religious  devotion  by  per 
forming  one  hundred  prostrations  and  distributing  one 
thousand  dilireins  in  alms  daily,  it  becomes  necessary  for 
the  entire  realm  to  grow  devout.  Therefore  never  before 
or  after  in  the  annals  of  the  Moslems  was  the  Koran  so 
entirely  and  literally  the  law  of  the  nations.  Wine  was 
forbidden,  save  a  wine  made  of  water  and  dried  grapes  or 
dates,  which  was  allowed  to  ferment  slightly.  The  free 
man  guilty  of  drunkenness  was  punished  with  eighty 
stripes,  the  slave  with  forty,  since  he  was  supposed  to  be 
only  half  as  well  instructed  and  therefore  only  half  as 
responsible.  Death  was  the  penalty  if  wine  was  taken 
openly  upon  any  day  during  Ramadan,  the  month  of 
fasting. 

The  laws  were  just,  if  severe,  but  so  intricate  as  to  allow 
of  numerous  means  of  evasion  or  prostitution  by  dishon- 
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est  judges.  Theft  was  punished  by  amputation  if  the 
stolen  article  was  taken  secretly  and  was  found  in  the 
possession  of  the  person  accused  ;  provided  also  that  it 
was  not  of  a  perishable  nature  and  was  not  forbidden 
wine,  which  being  illegal  in  itself  could  not  therefore  be 
lawfully  possessed.  Usury  was  forbidden,  creditors  were 
exhorted  to  forbearance  and  indigent  debtors  were  not 
imprisoned.  Monopoly  of  grain  was  prohibited  and  the 
kadis  were  authorised  to  sell  the  grain  so  cornered  with 
out  the  consent  of  the  owner.  Two  witnesses  were  neces 
sary  to  establish  an  accusation,  and  the  witnesses  when 
called  were  forced  to  testify  unless  the  crime  involved 
called  for  corporal  punishment ;  in  which  case  they  might 
refuse  to  bear  witness.  Slaves  were  not  allowed  to  bear 
witness.  Oaths  were  not  binding  unless  taken  in  the 
express  name  of  God  and  unless  the  witness  should  also 
swear  by  the  same  Name  that  what  he  had  told  was  only 
the  truth. 

This  restriction  may  possibly  have  resulted  from  the 
instruction  of  the  Koran,  "  God  will  not  punish  thee  for 
an  inconsiderate  word  in  thine  oaths,  but  He  will  punish 
thee  for  what  ye  solemnly  declare  with  deliberation." 
There  was  also  a  court  of  appeal  from  the  kadis,  or  lower 
judges,  and  the  khalif  constituted  himself  a  Supreme 
Court  which  was  always  open  to  appeal  for  even  the 
meanest  of  his  subjects.  If  his  decisions  were  sometimes 
a  trifle  bizarre,  no  one  was  ever  heard  after  having  in 
voked  them. 

The  city  itself  was  Harun's  chief  pride.  With  an  initial 
cost  of  four  million  dUireins  expended  upon  it  by  his 
sometime  ancestor,  Abu  Jaafar,  Harun  had  so  added  to 
and  beautified  it  as  nearly  to  double  that  expenditure. 
Seven  miles  in  length  the  embattlemented  walls,  protected 
by  a  deep  ditch,  encircled  the  city.  These  walls  were 
broken  by  three  gateways  of  lofty  pointed  arches,  one 
opening  to  the  north-west,  one  to  the  north-east  and  one 
to  the  south-east.  The  great  gates  were  of  iron  and  had 
been  brought  from  all  quarters  of  the  empire,  Kufa  espe 
cially  having  been  despoiled  of  its  chief  and  historic 
treasure.  Before  the  city  rolled  the  rapid  current  of  the 


GEBER  55 

Tigris  and  at  the  rear  it  was  protected  by  deep  and  wide 
canals.  Its  fortifications  extended  from  Bussorah  on  the 
north  many  miles  to  the  south  and  were  guarded  by  a 
large  force  of  soldiers  with  separate  cantonments  for  the 
different  tribes  and  clans  represented  in  its  companies. 
During  his  reign  Harun  built  a  bridge  of  boats  across  the 
river  to  the  point  where  stood  the  magnificent  palace 
called  the  Rusafah,  built  by  his  father  Al  Mehdi,  thus 
opening  the  opposite  side  of  the  river  for  settlement.  In 
the  centre  of  the  city  stood  the  great  mosque  and  the 
palace  of  the  khalif,  while  one  hundred  smaller  places  of 
worship  were  scattered  through  the  city,  surrounded  by 
fountains  and  gardens  of  flowers. 

Here  Learning  had  her  temple.  While  England  was 
for  the  most  part  still  a  nation  of  skin-clothed  barbarians, 
eaten  by  internecine  wars,  and  the  United  Kingdom  under 
Charlemagne  was  but  a  forecast  of  future  greatness,  in 
Baghdad  were  gathered  the  scholars  and  the  wisdom  of 
the  world.  Greece  in  her  glory  excelled  the  nations  in 
art.  She  was  hampered  by  no  religious  restrictions  con 
cerning  the  reproduction  of  the  forms  she  saw  around  her. 
The  Moslem,  on  the  contrary,  was  strictly  forbidden  by 
his  religion  to  reproduce  in  his  art  any  animate  form,  thus 
fatally  crippling  his  artistic  inspiration  and  restricting  his 
tools  and  brushes  to  the  representation  of  geometrical 
figures  and  intricate  arabesques  of  flower  and  vine.  Even 
thus  hampered,  within  the  limits  of  his  law  none  other 
has  ever  produced  such  miracles  of  carving  and  inlaying, 
such  wonders  of  design  and  execution  as  has  been  given 
the  world  by  the  maimed  art  of  the  Mohammedan.  With 
this  exception,  no  scene  which  has  ever  been  put  upon  the 
world's  stage  can  equal  that  of  the  reign  of  Harun  al 
Raschid,  Khalif  of  Baghdad  and  King  of  Arabia.  Egypt, 
Turkey,  Africa,  Persia,  Greece,  India,  and  the  whole 
Arabian  Peninsula  paid  him  tribute.  The  wealth  and 
beauty  of  the  world  flowed  into  his  capital  through  trade, 
tribute,  and  as  spoils  of  war.  Here  flowered  the  learning 
of  centuries.  The  immense  libraries  overflowed  with  man 
uscript  books  of  astronomy,  mathematics,  polemics, 
philosophy,  medicine,  and  above  all,  poetry.  To  this 
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period  we  owe  our  numeral  system  and  to  Geber,  whom 
Ruckert  has  called  "  the  Master  of  Masters,"  do  we  owe 
the  first  true  measurement  of  one  degree  of  the  earth's 
surface,  and  our  first  true  knowledge  of  chemistry  and 
medicine.  The  eight  hundred  and  sixty  licensed  physi 
cians  who  at  this  time  practised  their  art  in  Baghdad 
alone,  were  so  crude  and  erroneous  in  their  efforts  at  heal 
ing,  so  dominated  by  superstition  and  mysticism,  that  they 
cannot  be  considered  as  having  mastered  the  first  of  the 
alphabet  of  medical  knowledge. 

The  life  of  the  Moslem  was  an  idle  and  inactive  life  of 
sanctimonious  voluptuousness.  The  hours  not  spent  in 
the  harem  were  occupied  at  prayers, — for  the  devout  fol 
lower  of  the  Prophet  must  repair  to  the  mosque  five  times 
a  day, — or  spent  in  the  baths,  or  at  the  clubs.  The  young 
men  of  fashion  passed  their  mornings  in  the  baths,  which 
originating  in  Turkey,  reached  here  in  Baghdad  their 
greatest  perfection  of  luxury.  Here  he  met  his  friends 
and  listened  to  the  latest  gossip,  while  he  sipped  his 
necbdh,  or  allowed  wine,  while  a  female  page  stood  behind 
him  ready  to  execute  his  orders.  Here  he  learned  the 
latest  fashion  in  dress  or  jewels,  heard  the  court  news, 
and  laid  wagers  on  the  fate  of  a  new  song  or  the  racing 
possibilities  of  a  favourite  horse.  Here  he  listened  to  the 
abstruse  arguments  occasioned  by  the  daily  lectures  in 
the  great  College  of  Baghdad,  compared  the  merits  of  re 
cently  purchased  slaves,  or  discussed  the  ingredients  of 
some  new  dish  invented  to  satisfy  the  palate  of  the 
gourmet.  Here  in  short  he  gave  his  single  aid,  day  by 
day,  to  form  the  ever-repeated  history  of  each  race  and 
each  country  which,  rising  with  the  resistless  energy  of 
self-denial  and  virtue  to  a  meridian  of  power,  sinks  as 
surely  below  the  world's  horizon  when  the  health  and 
vigour  of  the  nation  become  slowly  sapped  by  idleness  and 
the  enervating  influence  of  unbounded  luxury. 

It  was  such  a  company  of  young  men  who  reclined 
lazily  upon  their  couches  in  the  hammam  most  affected  by 
the  nobility,  this  morning  in  the  month  of  Shaban,  the 
Arabian  spring.  A  languid  light  filtered  through  the 
glazed  dome  and  fell  softly  on  the  tesselated  pavement 
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of  cool  black  and  white  squares,  whose  sombre  effect 
was  further  relieved  by  a  deep  dado  of  fine  red  tiles  and 
the  brilliant  flecks  of  colour  thrown  by  the  sun  through  the 
painted  glass  of  the  high  windows.  The  fountain  play 
ing  in  the  middle  of  the  room  was  of  hot  water,  and  the 
vapour  rising  from  its  jets  pleasantly  warmed  the  room. 

"  So  Fadhl  the  Barmek  hath  at  last  set  off  upon  his  jour 
ney  to  the  court  of  Charlemagne  with  the  famous  clock  !  " 
remarked  one.  "  No  doubt  on  his  return  he  will  be  able 
to  converse  with  us  in  that  uncouth  and  nasal  tongue.  I 
rejoice  in  the  custom  of  slave  interpreters,  so  that  an 
Arabian  hath  no  need  for  knowledge  of  any  tongue  but 
his  own." 

"  I  saw  not  the  clock  when  it  was  exhibited  to  the 
people,"  said  another,  '  Canst  thou  describe  it  to  me?" 

"  It  was  of  brass,  damascened  with  gold,  and  marked  the 
hours  with  two  incur  ments  like  needles  upon  a  dial. 
The  water  which  moved  its  mechanism  was  so  ingeniously 
imprisoned  within,  that  each  hour  was  marked  by  the 
falling  of  iron  balls  in  the  required  number,  while  the  same 
number  of  windows  in  the  structure  opened  and  armed 
horsemen  rode  out  to  perform  wondrous  evolutions.  It 
was  truly  a  triumph  of  the  mechanic's  art,  and  will  doubt 
less  impress  Charlemagne  with  its  beauties." 

"  Sing.  Merwan  !  "  cried  a  young  shaikh,  or  noble. 
"  Sing  us  the  sonnet  which  won  thee  such  reward  the 
other  night  when  thou  didst  sing  it  to  Harun.  Only  to 
think  of  five  thousand  pieces  of  gold  and  ten  Greek  slaves 
in  payment  for  a  few  paltry  words  strung  upon  the  string 
of  flattery  !  " 

"  Ay,"  growled  another  enviously,  "  we  poor  soldiers 
may  risk  our  lives  a  thousand  times,  and  faint  for  many 
days  under  the  intolerable  heat  of  the  sun,  and  not  re 
ceive  one-tenth  as  much  for  our  pains.  Come,  at  least 
let  us  hear  the  magic  words."  But  Merwan  shook  his 
head  languidly. 

"  I  should  be  forced  to  retune  my  lute  were  it  brought 
to  me  here,"  he  said  ;  "  and  my  voice  would  sound  but 
poorly  in  this  atmosphere.  Let  us  rather  hear  the  news, 
for  this  past  week  hath  been  rarely  full  of  wonders." 
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"  Ay,  now  that  the  Queen  Zobeide  hath  recovered,  the 
name  of  Geber  the  Astrologer  is  in  every  mouth,  and  he  is 
besieged  even  upon  the  street  like  a  new  prophet,  by  such 
of  the  sick  and  crippled  as  believe  in  his  magic." 

"  I  hear  that  our  gracious  ruler  hath  made  him  head  of 
the  College  of  Baghdad  as  a  reward — the  very  college 
which  was  founded  by  the  Intendant  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud, 
who  was  liberated  but  the  other  day,  after  an  imprison 
ment  of  fifteen  years.  He  gave  to  it  two  hundred  thou 
sand  pieces  of  gold  for  its  founding,  and  endowed  it  with 
an  annual  income  of  fifteen  thousand  pieces.  He  was 
most  ill-repaid  by  fate  for  his  bounty,  poor  wretch  !  They 
say  he  hath  entirely  lost  his  wits  since  his  release,  and 
Harun  hath  established  him  upon  an  estate  without  the 
city,  where  he  is  cared  for  by  slaves  as  is  a  child." 

"  Had  he  not  once  a  son  and  a  daughter?" 

"  Ay,  and  he  calleth  for  the  latter  continually.  The 
son  is  dead  and  the  daughter  hath  disappeared,  though 
Jaafar  caused  search  to  be  made  for  her.  Doubtless  she 
is  also  dead  or  fled  to  some  far  country.  It  must  have 
been  a  sight  worth  the  seeing  when  he  was  taken  from 
his  prison." 

"  It  was,  in  truth,  as  we  can  both  amply  testify,"  here 
spoke  the  poet  Ibrahim  from  another  part  of  the  room 
from  whence  he  and  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  had  been  silently 
listening  to  the  gossip.  They  were  greeted  by  a  chorus 
of  voices  demanding  an  account  of  the  occurrence  and 
Ibrahim  complied,  nothing  loth  to  air  his  acknowledged 
powers  of  narration. 

"  'Twas  upon  that  same  day  that  Geber  al  Tarsusi 
wrough  this  magic  cure  upon  the  queen,"  remarked  the 
young  noble  when  the  chorus  of  comment  had  somewhat 
stilled.  "  Hath  any  among  us  heard  in  what  manner  that 
miracle  was  performed  ?  " 

"  That  I  can  tell  thee  in  all  the  fulness  of  detail,"  an 
swered  a  new  voice,  and  every  one  turned  toward  a  young 
man  who  had  just  entered  the  room  and  disposed  himself 
upon  his  couch. 

"  Thou  canst,  Obeidah  ibn  Ali  ?  " 

"  None  better,  save  it  were  the  khalif  or  Geber  himself. 
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I  witnessed  the  cure  from  beginning  to  end  and  have  been 
much  exercised  in  my  mind  since  to  know  what  to  believe 
concerning  it." 

"  Relate  it  to  us  !  How  was  it  accomplished  ?  "  The 
cries  of  interest  and  encouragement  came  from  all  sides 
and  the  young  man  settled  himself  with  a  complacent  air. 
He  was  the  scribe  or  secretary  of  Jaafar  the  Barmek.  No 
one  knew  anything  of  his  previous  history,  save  such 
meagre  facts  as  he  himself  had  given  out,  and  his  origin 
and  standing  being  shrouded  somewhat  in  mystery,  he 
had  found  it  difficult  even  by  a  lavish  expenditure  of 
money,  to  gain  a  footing  of  equality  among  these  young 
exquisites  of  established  family.  Now  that  he  suddenly 
found  himself  upon  the  crest  of  the  wave  of  popularity, 
he  used  his  opportunity  to  make  vigorous  strokes  toward 
a  permanent  harbour  of  fellowship.  The  man  who  can 
amuse  is  king  among  the  bored. 

"  My  lord  Jaafar  had  bidden  me  bring  some  petitions 
to  the  palace  for  the  khalif's  signature,  and  had  also  bidden 
me  enter  unannounced  and  wait  behind  the  curtain  until 
he  summoned  me.  When  I  had  placed  myself  as  com 
manded  I  heard  a  strange  voice  speaking  and  naturally 
looked  to  discover  who  had  been  given  an  audience  at  that 
late  hour.  It  was  a  man  whom  I  knew  at  once  to  be  Geber 
the  Astrologer  himself,  for  he  wore  the  red  turban  of  the 
Magians  and  he  was  speaking  of  the  Queen  Zobeide. 

"  '  I  have  not  seen  thy  wife,  Harun  al  Raschid,'  he  was 
saying,  '  but  thou  hast  described  to  me  her  ailment  and  I 
will  cure  her.  Thou  hast  no  need  to  threaten  me  with 
death.  I  fear  not  death,  nor  thee,  nor  any  man.  My 
power  is  above  the  power  of  man  and  beyond  the  potency 
of  death.' 

"  I  confess  to  you,  friends,  there  was  such  strangeness  in 
his  deep,  slow  voice  and  in  his  daring  words,  as  sent  my 
startled  blood  back  toward  my  heart  as  I  listened.  Harun 
himself  looked  half  irresolute  whether  to  hear  him  further 
or  to  order  off  his  head  upon  the  instant.  When  the 
astrologer  continued  thou  mayst  be  assured  I  strained 
mine  ears  to  catch  his  words. 

"  '  I  will  cure  thy  wife,  oh  King,  but  only  upon  one  con- 
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dition — that  thou  dost  cause  mine  instructions  to  be  im 
plicitly  obeyed,  even  to  their  uttermost  word  ;  and  thou 
shalt  swear  this  by  the  sacred  head  of  Allah  whom  thou 
servest.  I  will  see  thy  wife  Zobeide  only  here  in  thy 
presence,  neither  will  I  lay  my  hand  upon  her,  nor  shall 
she  be  given  any  medicine  in  her  mouth,  whereby  thou 
thinkest  I  may  introduce  poison  to  her  blood.  But  I  will 
look  upon  her  and  she  shall  live,  if  thou  swearest  to  me 
the  oath  which  I  have  commanded  thee.  Otherwise  thy 
wife  will  die,  for  none  can  save.' 

"  Thou  shouldst  have  seen  the  struggle  in  Harun's  face  ! 
I  think  at  one  moment  the  Magian's  life  was  not  worth 
the  investment  of  copper  hubba*  but  Jaafar  stooped  and 
whispered  in  his  ear  and  thereafter  his  brow  cleared  some 
what  and  he  said  at  length,  '  I  do  misdoubt  thy  good  in 
tention,  astrologer.  Nevertheless  will  I  trust  thee  and 
will  take  thine  oath,  for  thou  hast  truly  said  that  if  thou 
savest  her  not,  there  is  none  who  can.  But  I  warn  thee 
of  this — if  aught  of  evil  befall  the  Queen  Zobeide  through 
thee,  or  if  thou  fail  to  effect  her  cure,  then  will  I  have 
thee  sawn  in  halves  and  thy  body  shall  be  placed  on  either 
side  the  palace  gate.  But  if  I  do  in  truth  misjudge  thee 
and  thou  curest  her  of  her  illness,  I  will  reward  thee  in  a 
manner  fitting  the  greatness  of  thy  service.' 

"  Never  have  I  seen  Harun  look  more  kingly  than  at  that 
moment !  But  the  astrologer  also  seemed  to  grow  greater 
and  greater,  until  I  swear  to  thee,  to  mine  eyes  he  seemed 
to  fill  the  whole  room  and  I  covered  my  face  to  shut  out 
the  sight.  In  a  dream  I  heard  Harun's  voice  repeating 
the  oath,  and  if  I  mistake  not,  he  shuddered  in  a  fright 
as  he  said  the  awful  words.  Indeed,  I  shuddered  but  to 
hear  them,  so  terrible  was  their  import.  I  was  like  to 
swoon  and  for  a  little  I  knew  nothing  more." 

Obeidah  paused  and  looked  around  upon  his  breathless 
audience. 

"And  then — and  then?"  they  cried  impatiently. 
"  How  kept  he  his  word  ?  " 

"  I  have  told  thee  that  for  a  little  I  gave  no  conscious 

*  Hubba -twopence  in  copper. 
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heed  to  what  passed  ;  but  when  I  next  looked  through  the 
curtain  I  beheld  the  queen — 

"  The  queen,  sayest  thou  !  " 

"  Ay,  even  the  queen,  whom  all  thought  too  weak  to 
walk.  Perchance  hope  in  the  power  of  the  renowned  as 
trologer  had  given  her  renewed  strength  to  obey  his  com 
mands — for  thou  dost  remember  he  would  see  her  only 
there  in  Harun's  presence.  Supporting  her  were  the  two 
doctors,  Suleh  ibn  Nahala,  the  Indian,  and  Yohanna,  the 
Syrian  Christian,  who  hath  performed  such  miracles  of 
healing  and  whom  Zobeide  hath  attached  to  her  own  per 
son.  The  Indian  cast  no  pleasant  glance  on  the  Magian, 
I  promise  thee,  but  the  Christian  looked  eagerly  and 
hopefully  at  him,  as  if  he  really  hoped  that  another  might 
accomplish  what  he  had  failed  to  do.  They  say  that  is 
the  manner  of  those  Christians,  but  for  my  part,  I  believe 
not  that  such  self-sacrifice  lieth  in  any  man,  save  through 
hypocrisy.  Beside  the  physicians,  the  queen  was  ac 
companied  by  her  female  slaves  and  the  khalif's  younger 
sister,  the  Princess  Oleija,  who  to  my  mind  is  more  fair 
to  look  upon  than  is  her  sister  Abassa,  of  whose  matchless 
beauty  one  hears  so  much.  'Tis  a  difficult  matter  to  de 
termine  concerning  the  charms  of  a  woman  when  she  is 
veiled  and  swathed  in  her  covering-garment.  A  man  hath 
no  chance  before  marriage  to  learn  whether  he  love  his 
wife  or  no,  unless  like  Deran  al  Ashar  who  was  happily 
married  last  week,  one  falleth  passionately  in  love  with 
the  shadow  of  a  woman's  hand  and  is  able  thereafter  to 
secure  the  woman." 

"  But  the  queen — what  of  the  queen  !  "  he  was  inter 
rupted.  "  Thou  hast  left  her  standing  in  a  most  pitiable 
state  while  thou  givest  thy  ideas  of  marriage-customs  !  " 

"  It  might  be  to  thy  great  benefit  to  hear  me  yet  further 
concerning  both  women  and  custom,"  laughed  Obeidah 
complacently.  "  My  story  will  not  spoil  by  a  little  delay, 
for  verily  it  astonisheth  me  even  now  only  to  recall  it. 
When  first  the  queen  fixed  her  eyes  upon  Geber,  she 
faltered  and  would  have  fallen,  had  she  been  alone  ;  then 
a  new  power  seemed  to  enter  into  her  and  she  stood  up 
right  and  took  a  step  forward  as  if  to  go  to  him,  had  she 
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not  been  restrained  by  the  Indian  who  supported  her  poor 
stiff  arm.  Then  she  looked  from  the  astrologer  to  Harun 
her  lord,  who  covered  his  eyes  with  a  groan.  And  indeed 
the  sight  was  piteous,  for  one  could  see  beneath  her  veil 
how  shrunken  was  her  beautiful  face  and  how  her  eyes 
were  fallen  back  and  grown  to  be  of  a  monstrous  size  and 
were  filled  with  a  questioning  horror,  as  with  one  who 
fights  against  an  evil  influence.  I  was  filled  with  compas 
sion  as  I  gazed,  but  the  face  of  the  man  Gebcr  was  like  a 
carven  stone  and  his  voice  smote  on  my  ear  like  the 
meeting  of  Damascus  blades. 

"  '  Let  the  Queen  Zobcide  stand  forth  alone,'  he  said  ; 
'  and  let  no  one  venture  to  disregard  one  word  of  the 
commands  which  I  shall  issue,  upon  pain  of  the  khalifs 
gravest  displeasure.'  All  present  looked  on  Harun,  who 
raised  his  haggard  face  and  motioned  that  the  Magian  had 
spoken  the  truth.  Geber  then  called  two  of  the  female 
slaves  and  bade  them  stand  beside  the  queen,  who  stood 
silent  with  her  eyes  fixed  upon  the  astrologer  like  a  flut 
tering  bird  gazing  at  a  snake.  Now  Geber  paused  for  a 
moment  and  seemed  to  gather  himself  as  if  for  a  mighty 
effort,  as  thou  hast  seen  a  cheetah  crouch  ere  it  spring 
upon  the  antelope. 

"  '  Remove  her  veil  ! '  he  commanded  the  two  slaves,  and 
they  obeyed  him  in  great  haste,  fearing  for  their  heads. 
'  Remove  also  her  cloak,'  he  said  again,  and  when  this  was 
done  the  queen  stood  with  downcast  eyes  and  ashamed, 
for  of  a  surety  no  man  before  had  ever  seen  her  without 
her  veil  and  her  covering-garment,  save  only  Harun  her 
lord.  Yet  was  that  but  the  first,  for  now  Geber  cried, 
'  Take  off  her  shoes  from  her  feet  and  her  girdle  from  her 
waist ! '  and  so  at  his  word  she  stood,  unbound  and  with 
bare  white  feet." 

"  Nay  !  "  cried  Ibrahim.  "  Thy  tale  doth  pass  belief  ! 
Surely  the  astrologer  stayed  at  that,  nor  submitted  that 
most  modest  of  women  to  further  indignity  ?  " 

"The  thing  happened  even  as  I  relate  it  to  thee," 
replied  Obcidah.  "  I  resent  not  thy  show  of  doubt,  for 
scarce  can  I,  whose  eyes  beheld  the  scene  itself,  believe 
what  followed  now  to  have  fairly  happened  ;  for  no  sooner 
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had  this  been  accomplished  than  Geber  commanded  again, 
'Take  now  her  vest  away!'  The  trembling  slaves  still 
obeyed,  though  clumsily.  I  doubt  not  their  fingers  shook 
through  shame  for  their  mistress  and  fear  of  the  Magian's 
eyes,  which  burned  with  an  unholy  flame  that  would 
affright  the  bravest.  The  poor  queen  held  her  ungirdled 
tunic  to  her  body  with  her  left  hand,  and  looked  from 
Geber  to  the  khalif  with  such  beseeching  and  shamed  eyes 
as  I  thought  must  melt  a  stone.  Thou  shouldst  have  be 
held  Harun's  face,  for  in  truth  it  was  a  sight  not  often  to 
be  seen.  His  eyes  shot  lightnings  at  the  astrologer  and 
his  features  worked  with  rage  and  fear  until  I  know  not 
how  he  controlled  himself,  save  that  the  oath  was  a  mighty 
one.  Then  Geber  cried  again — and  his  voice  sounded 
like  thunder  in  mine  ears — '  Remove  the  tunic  from  her 
body  and  stand  apart  from  her ! '  The  slaves  stood 
motionless  as  if  bereft  of  all  power  by  sheer  amaze,  but 
the  poor  queen  found  her  voice  and  holding  her  tunic 
closer  she  cried  out,  '  Harun — my  lord — save  me  from  this 
man  !  '  and  would  have  cast  herself  down  at  his  feet. 
Harun  sprang  up  at  her  cry,  and  I  doubt  not  would  have 
drawn  the  sword  upon  which  he  laid  his  hand  and  have 
struck  off  the  Magian's  head  in  that  moment,  but  the 
astrologer  turned  and  fixed  him  with  an  awful  look  that 
seemed  to  strike  him  motionless  where  he  stood. 

"  '  Remember  thine  oath  !  '  he  said  in  a  terrible  voice.  '  If 
thou  stir  but  one  step  toward  me  I  will  blast  thy  body  to 
a  cinder  and  thine  oath  will  blast  thy  soul ! '  And  turn 
ing  to  the  slaves  he  cried  for  the  third  time,  '  Take  away 
her  tunic,  I  bid  thee,  and  leave  her  body  naked  for  men 
to  see  ! ' ' 

A  murmur  like  a  groan  ran  through  the  room,  but 
Obeidah  did  not  pause.  "  The  slaves  obeyed  the  look  he 
gave  them  and  began  to  lift  her  tunic  slowly,  as  one  may 
unwillingly  commit  a  murder.  There  was  given  to  the 
awed  gaze  of  the  beholders  just  one  glimpse  of  rounded 
flesh  like  polished  alabaster,  when  with  an  agonized  shriek 
the  queen  clasped  her  tunic  to  her  body  and  sprang  away 
— but  she  had  clasped  it  with  both  arms — with  both  arms 
— and  was  saved  !  " 
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Man  shall  have  the  pre-eminence  above  women,  because  of  those 
advantages  wherein  God  hath  caused  the  one  of  them  to  excel  the  other, 
and  for  that  which  they  expend  of  their  substance  in  maintaining  their 
wives.  The  honest  women  are  obedient,  careful  in  the  absence  of  their 
husbands,  for  that  God  preserveth  them  by  committing  them  to  the  care 
and  protection  of  the  men.  But  those  whose  perverseness  ye  shall  be 
apprehensive  of,  rebuke ;  and  remove  them  into  separate  apartments  and 
chastise  them.  But  if  they  shall  be  obedient  unto  ye,  seek  not  an  occasion 
of  quarrel  against  them  :  for  God  is  high  and  great. 

The  beasts  which  cover  the  earth,  the  birds  which  traverse  the  air,  are 
creatures  like  yourselves.  All  are  written  in  the  Book.  They  will  appear 
again  before  Him. — KORAN. 

A  SILENCE  of  breathless  amazement  followed  the  last 
words,  while  Obeidah  sank  back  upon  his  couch  as  if 
wearied  by  his  efforts  and  gazed  about  him  with  a  tri 
umphant  air.  He  had  at  last  won  the  notice  he  craved. 
The  silence,  however,  continued  unpleasantly  long  and 
was  punctuated  by  glances  of  incredulity.  At  last  the 
young  shaikh  voiced  the  common  thought. 

"  'Tis  a  strange  tale,"  said  he  slowly.  "  Almost  too 
strange  to  credit  hastily.  Thou  wilt  forgive  us,  sir,  for 
asking  why  we  have  not  heard  it  before,  since  thou  art 
willing  to  relate  it  now?" 

Obeidah's  face  flushed  at  the  insult  hidden  in  the 
polished  tones.  "  If  thy  will  is  to  affront  me,"  he  replied 
hotly,  "  thou  wilt  not  find  Obeidah  ibn  AH  one  to  accept 
an  insult  without  resentment  !  As  for  the  rest ;  I  have 
not  told  thee  the  story  before,  because  I  have  been  ill 
with  a  spring  fever  and  am  but  this  day  from  my  bed.  If 
thou  doubtest  the  truth  of  my  words — 

"  Gentlemen,"  interposed  a  quiet  voice.  "  It  is  even 
as  he  hath  told  it,  I  can  vouch  for  it.  I  also  witnessed  all 
that  hath  just  been  well  described."  It  was  Rafi  ibn 
Omeirah  who  spoke  and  his  companions  raised  themselves 
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and  looked  at  him  in  amazement,  while  a  look  of   relief 
overspread  Obeidah's  face  at  his  words. 

"  And  thou  hast  been  with  us  every  day  and  hast  not  re 
peated  to  us  so  wondrous  a  thing  !  "  cried  one  in  reproach. 

"  I  did  not  tell  thee,  because  it  was  a  woman  and  the 
queen."  His  eyes  avoided  the  direction  of  Obeidah  as 
he  spoke.  The  young  noble  laughed. 

"  What  new  miracle  have  we  here  that  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah 
whose  name  hath  figured  in  countless  gallantries,  should 
spare  a  woman,  even  though  she  be  the  queen  !  "  Rafi 
coloured  warmly  but  made  no  reply. 

"  I  owe  thee  an  apology,  friend,"  continued  the  other, 
turning  toward  Obeidah  with  winning  grace.  "  We  all 
owe  thee  a  supper  as  well  in  payment  for  the  entertain 
ment  thou  hast  afforded  us.  It  is  a  pity  that  Harun 
himself  was  an  actor  in  the  scene.  He  so  loveth  a  tale 
of  interest  that  had  any  other  man  been  concerned,  thou 
mightest  have  made  thy  fortune  by  repeating  it  to  him 
as  thou  hast  given  it  to  us.  If  thou  goest  to  the  mosque 
I  will  accompany  thee,  with  thy  good  pleasure,"  as  Obei 
dah  rose  and  motioned  to  his  attendants.  They  went 
out  together,  Obeidah  well  enough  pleased  to  accept  the 
frank  amend  offered  him,  and  to  be  seen  in  the  young 
shaikJi  s  company. 

"  But  thou  hast  not  told  us  how  it  came  that  thou  too 
wert  at  the  palace,"  cried  Merwan  when  the  two  had 
departed. 

"  The  khalif  had  given  me  an  audience  concerning 
some  affairs  of  the  state,  with  which  he  had  entrusted  me, 
when  the  astrologer  was  announced  to  him.  He  there 
fore  bade  me  withdraw  merely  to  the  lower  end  of  the 
room  and  await  his  pleasure.  The  great  physician,  how 
ever,  demanded  that  he  should  see  the  queen  at  once  and 
there,  and  I  doubt  not  Harun  forgot  all  else  in  the  anx 
ious  press  of  the  moment." 

"  Thou  canst  tell  us  what  happened  after  the  queen 
was  restored.  How  did  Harun  deal  with  the  Magian  for 
the  torture  to  which  he  had  put  him  ?  And  yet  owing 
him  a  gravest  debt  of  gratitude,  as  well.  'Tvvas  a  pretty 
point  in  behaviour  !  " 
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"  The  astrologer  may  have  been  of  thy  opinion  and 
have  hesitated  to  overstrain  the  royal  sense  of  gratitude, 
for  when  he  saw  that  the  queen  was  in  truth  restored,  so 
that  she  wrapped  herself  with  all  haste  in  her  cloak  and 
fell  sobbing  into  Harun's  arms,  he  turned  without  even  a 
salutation  and  left  the  hall.  When  the  khalif  turned  to 
look  for  him,  he  had  disappeared.  I  saw  his  face  as  he 
passed  me  and  there  was  so  strange  a  smile  upon  his  lips 
as  hath  haunted  me  ever  since." 

"  What  of  the  other  physicians — were  they  pleased  to 
be  so  outdone  ?  " 

"  When  I  saw  the  Christian  he  was  lost  in  a  wondering 
puzzle  of  amazement,  but  the  Indian  tried  to  make  light 
of  the  cure  by  explaining  it." 

"What  said  he?" 

"  That  the  stiffness  was  caused  by  a  thin  humour  which 
in  some  moment  of  agitation  had  become  distended  by 
the  heat,  and  diffusing  itself  over  the  body,  congealed  in 
the  interior  of  the  nerves.  Likewise,  the  unclothing  of 
the  queen  before  men  was  merely  an  artifice  to  again  di 
late  the  humour  by  the  heat  of  agitation  and  so  dissolve 
it.  Harun  very  justly  replied  to  him  that  after  one  man 
hath  accomplished  a  deed  of  which  an  hundred  have  de 
spaired,  it  is  ever  an  easy  matter  for  the  hundred  to 
explain  the  reason  of  the  one's  success  and  their  failure." 

"  Harun  hath  proved  himself  grateful  to  the  one,  at  all 
events." 

"  What  availeth  the  gratitude  of  a  monarch  !  "  There 
was  a  sneer  on  Rafi's  beautiful  mouth.  "  To-day  indeed 
he  hath  sent  Gcberal  Tarsusi  five  hundred  thousand  dinars 
of  gold  and  hath  made  him  the  head  of  the  College  of 
Baghdad.  To-morrow  or  next  month  his  head  may  hang 
upon  the  palace  gate." 

"  Zobeide  will  save  it  for  him,  if  it  comcth  to  that 
danger.  Harun  can  deny  her  nothing.  Oh,  these  women  ! 
No  man  is  his  own  master  who  is  bound  by  any  tie  to  a 
woman.  They  smile  upon  us  with  their  little  scarlet 
mouths  while  their  hands  are  plucking  the  purses  from 
our  girdles,  and  they  recite  their  prayers  with  a  greater 
devotion  when  they  are  planning  some  new  deceit.  And 
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in  deceit  indeed  lieth  their  only  wit !  Well  runneth  our 
proverb:  '  Consult  a  woman  and  then  do  the  contrary  to 
what  she  adviseth  thee.'  " 

"  Nay !  "  cried  Khataba  ibn  Hasan,  whose  brother  was 
governor  of  a  province  and  who  had  travelled  more  than 
his  companions.  "  What  dost  thou  desire  of  a  woman, 
save  beauty  ?  Man  hath  wit  enough  of  his  own,  if  he  be 
a  man,  without  demanding  that  the  goddess  of  wisdom 
and  the  goddess  of  beauty  shall  consent  to  appear  for 
him  in  one  and  the  same  body.  But  if  thou  speakest  of 
a  woman's  beauty,  that  were  another  matter,  and  I  grant 
thee  a  point  necessitating  great  experience  and  judgment 
to  decide  aright.  I  have  seen  the  acknowledged  beauties 
of  many  nations,  but  I  have  found  none  to  compare  with 
those  that  blossom  like  the  jasmine  in  our  own  beauti 
ful  Arabia." 

"  'Tis  easy  to  decide  upon  a  woman's  beauty,"  cried  one. 
"  She  should  be  slender  like  a  swaying  willow." 

'•'  And  graceful,  with  small  hands  and  feet ! "  added 
another. 

"  The  woman  of  real  beauty  will  have  a  mole  upon  her 
right  cheek,  just  where  the  lips  would  fall  in  a  stolen 
caress,  seeming  upon  her  white  skin  like  a  drop  of  amber 
gris  upon  a  dish  of  alabaster !  "  interposed  Merwan  the  poet. 

"  '  Tis  plain  to  be  seen,  Merwan,  that  thy  mistress  doth 
possess  such  a  mark  of  beauty,"  laughed  Ibrahim.  "  Now 
to  my  mind — " 

"  Nay  !  "  interrupted  Khataba  ibn  Hasan,  "  it  is  evident 
that  thou  hast  not  mastered  the  alphabet  of  a  woman's 
beauty.  Give  heed,  for  these  are  the  laws.  There  are 
four  things  in  a  woman  which  should  be  white — her  skin, 
her  teeth,  the  whites  of  her  eyes  and  her  limbs.  Four 
things  must  also  be  black — her  hair,  her  brows,  her  lashes 
and  her  eyes.  And  four  must  be  red — her  mouth,  her  lips, 
her  checks  and  the  tips  of  her  fingers.  Those  are  the 
colours.  In  shape,  four  should  be  broad,  four  small,  four 
long,  and  four  arched.  Her  forehead,  eyes,  bosom  and  hips 
should  be  broad  ;  her  ears,  nose,  hands  and  feet  small  ; 
her  back,  fingers,  ankles  and  hair  should  be  long  ;  and 
her  brows,  her  mouth,  her  chest  and  her  instep  should 
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be  arched.  There,  gentlemen,  are  the  given  requirements 
of  beauty  in  a  woman  !  "  Khataba  ibn  Hasan  sank  back 
in  satisfied  languor  and  sipped  at  his  crystal  goblet  of 
cool  sherbet.  But  Isa  ibn  Mousa,  a  captain  of  the  police 
for  whose  efficiency  Baghdad  was  famed,  answered  im 
patiently, 

"  One  hears  too  much  of  this  eternal  prating  about 
woman  !  For  my  choice,  give  me  a  horse  from  one  of  the 
five  breeds  of  the  Prophet — may  Allah  give  him  peace  ! 
— and  I  would  not  exchange  her  for  the  most  beautiful 
woman  in  the  world.  And  if  it  be  a  question  of  judg 
ment,  more  wit  is  required  to  distinguish  the  points  of  a 
perfect  mare  than  of  any  woman." 

"  Nay,  spare  us  thy  knowledge  concerning  the  points 
of  a  horse,  I  pray  thee,  friend  Isa  !  "  cried  Ibrahim.  "  Is 
there  an  Arabian  who  doth  not  become  familiar  with  the 
breeding  and  beauties  of  every  horse  he  seeth,  even  before 
the  time  when  he  leaveth  the  harem  ?  Why,  it  is  bred 
into  his  bones  and  sucked  into  his  blood  through  his 
mother's  milk  !  But  I  bethink  me — if  thou  wouldst  see 
a  perfect  creature,  get  leave  of  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  here,  to 
view  the  mare  upon  which  he  rode  into  the  city  this 
morning.  Never  hast  thou  seen  her  equal,  even  thou, 
Isa  ibn  Mousa,  save  perchance  in  the  Kuhl  mare  of  the 
khafif  himself,  the  one  he  calleth  Subbah,  the  Rosary." 

Rafi  replied,  nothing  loath,  to  the  storm  of  questions 
which  followed,  for  what  lover  of  horses  is  unwilling  to 
talk  of  the  perfections  of  his  own  property? 

"  She  is  indeed  of  the  Kuhl  breed  as  is  the  khalif's 
Subbah.  No  other  race  is  more  highly  esteemed,  as  thou 
knovvest,  though  there  be  some  that  claim  that  the 
Abayan  or  Kehcilan  breeds  do  equal  them  in  some 
things." 

"  What  price  didst  thou  pay  for  thy  mare  ?  " 

"  The  price — ah,  the  price  would  make  a  story,  if  told, 
which  it  hath  never  been  yet." 

"  Then  surely  tell  us  the  story  !  "  "  Ay,  the  story  !  " 
Thus  urged  Rafi  began. 

"  It  was  two  years  gone,  at  Leinah,  on  the  edge  of  the 
desert.  I  had  ridden  out  from  the  camp  in  the  dusk  of 
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the  evening  to  carry  a  girdle  which  I  had  promised  the 
daughter  of  a  Bedaween  chief  in  a  neighboring  encamp 
ment." 

"  Ah,  there  we  have  the  Rafi  with  whom  we  are 
familiar  !  "  cried  Merwan.  "  When  thou  hearest  of  Rafi, 
look  for  the  woman  !  " 

"  Let  him  tell  his  tale,"  said  Ibrahim.  "  Tis  not  every 
man  that  can  appreciate  the  beauties  of  both  a  woman  and 
a  horse,  as  can  Rafi." 

"  I  found  the  girl  alone  at  the  door  of  the  tent,  for  her 
father  and  mother  had  gone  to  the  nearest  town  and 
would  not  return  before  midnight.  I  turned  loose  my 
good  mare,  knowing  that  she  would  come  at  my  bidding 
whistle  ;  but  scarcely  had  I  watched  her  gallop  fairly  out 
of  sight,  before  we  heard  voices  approaching  from  the 
other  direction. 

"  '  The  grace  and  mercy  of  the  Prophet  ! '  cried  the  girl. 
'  I  hear  my  father's  voice.  He  will  surely  kill  thee 

"  There  might  have  been  two  words  to  say  that,  I 
thought ;  but  we  had  been  strictly  forbidden  all  encounters 
with  these  wandering  tribes,  and  I  was  already  out  of  favour 
in  the  camp  because  of  one  transgression  of  this  command, 
so  for  an  instant  I  doubted  what  to  do.  But  her  ready 
wit  seized  upon  me  and  thrust  me  into  the  inner  tent, 
where  were  two  mares  at  their  evening  meal.  One  of 
them  greeted  me  softly  and  made  room  for  me  beside  her. 
I  could  tell  in  the  darkness  as  I  passed  my  hands  over 
her  limbs  that  she  was  a  wonder  of  a  horse.  There  is 
some  power  in  animals,  more  especially  in  a  horse,  of 
which  we  lack  possession,  for  a  horse  or  a  dog  will  recog 
nise  a  friend  from  an  enemy  in  the  dark,  and  in  the  per 
son  of  a  stranger.  This  mare  now  laid  her  delicate  nos 
trils  upon  my  cheek  and  snuffed  up  the  odour  of  my  flesh  ; 
and  then  being  satisfied  she  lowered  her  head  for  the 
caress  of  my  hand,  and  from  that  hour  she  hath  loved  me 
as  no  woman  ever  will,  for  she  taketh  no  thought  of  her 
self  to  the  last  drop  of  her  royal  blood." 

"  But  thine  escape,"  suggested  Merwan,  as  Rafi  paused 
and  sipped  his  wine,  apparently  forgetting  his  hearers. 

"  That  seemed  a  more  serious  matter.     The  pair  had 
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evidently  for  some  reason  given  up  their  journey,  and  had 
returned  to  stay.  The  woman  sent  her  daughter  to  the 
wadi*  for  water,  while  she  and  her  husband  sat  down  in 
the  darkness  of  the  unlighted  tent  to  their  supper,  i 
could  hear  the  noise  of  the  eating,  and  a  great  hunger 
crept  over  me  as  I  listened,  so  at  last  I  crept  cautiously 
through  the  inner  door,  and  reaching  up  I  put  also  my 
hand  in  the  dish,  and  ate  with  them.  But  of  a  sudden 
their  hands  met  mine  in  the  dish,  and  the  man  seized  my 
wrist  in  a  grasp  of  iron.  At  that  I  too  seized  the  woman's, 
and,  as  I  had  hoped,  she  cried  out  to  the  man,  her  hus 
band,  '  Why  dost  thou  grasp  my  wrist  so  violently  ?  ' 

"  '  Is  it  thy  wrist  ?  '  he  asked,  and  loosened  his  hold. 
4  I  fancied  I  heard  a  noise.' 

44  '  The  mares  in  the  tent,'  she  replied,  and  I  crept  away 
again  to  the  inner  tent.  Here,  however,  was  no  greater 
nearness  to  safety,  for  soon  I  knew  the  man  would  visit 
the  mares  to  assure  himself  of  their  safety  for  the  night. 
Nor  could  I  depend  again  upon  the  absent  girl,  whose 
long  walk  to  the  river  might  keep  her  until  I  should  be 
discovered.  Drawing  my  knife,  1  cut  a  long  slit  in  the 
tent  and  stepped  out  into  the  starlight.  But  my  own 
mare  was  out  of  sight,  nor  did  I  dare  to  summon  her  with 
a  whistle.  When  the  cut  in  the  tent  should  be  discov 
ered,  I  should  certainly  be  pursued,  and  could  not  hope 
to  escape  on  foot.  At  this  moment  the  mare  within 
called  softly  to  me  again,  like  a  spoken  word,  and  slipping 
back  I  loosed  her  fastenings. 

44  As  I  had  scarcely  dared  to  hope,  she  crept  through 
the  gap  in  the  tent  after  me  like  a  dog.  I  flung  myself 
upon  her  back,  and  as  I  did  so  I  knew  that  I  was  none  too 
soon,  for  I  heard  a  cry  from  the  tent,  and  a  second  after 
we  sprang  away;  the  thud  of  hoofs  behind  told  that  we 
were  pursued.  I  had  nothing  upon  the  horse  I  bestrode 
but  the  halter,  but  the  good  creature  obeyed  the  pres 
sure  of  my  knee,  and  laid  herself  close  to  the  ground 
to  race  for  my  life.  Was  it  not  a  wondrous  thing  that 
she  should  instantly  love  me  so  that  she  was  willing  to 
thus  race  away  from  her  master,  her  mate  and  her  home 
*  Wadi — water-course. 
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at  my  desire  ?  She  seemed  instinctively  to  know  all  that 
I  required  of  her,  and  in  that  moment  she  cast  all 
the  rest  of  her  life  from  her  to  follow  my  fate,  even  as 
I  have  dreamed  a  woman  might  do  for  the  man  she  truly 
loved.  The  horses  must  have  been  well  matched,  ere  I 
stole  the  better  one,  for,  though  the  sheik*  urged  his  mare 
to  the  utmost,  mile  after  mile  saw  no  change  in  the  dis 
tance  between  us.  I  praised  my  dear  mare  with  the  ten- 
derest  of  endearments,  and  she  pricked  her  thorn-like  ear 
back  at  me  and  answered  lovingly.  I  know  not  how  long 
the  race  might  have  continued,  or  whether  some  accident 
would  have  ended  it  at  last, — for  though  close  behind,  the 
other  mare  gained  not  a  foot,  in  spite  of  her  rider's  shouts 
of  encouragement,  when  as  I  galloped  down  a  steep  and 
stony  hill  I  caught  the  sullen  gleam  of  water  at  its  foot. 
I  leaned  and  spoke  to  the  flying  creature. 

"  '  Sweetheart,'  I  said,  '  thou  must  take  it  in  thy  stride 
if  thou  wouldst  save  me  now!'  She  slackened  an  in 
stant  to  gather  herself  for  the  effort,  for  the  leap  would 
seem  to  be  impossible  to  any  horse.  So  close  was  my 
pursuer  that  the  shortening  of  her  stride  was  near  to 
being  my  death,  for  the  sheik's  horse  leaped  forward 
under  a  cruel  blow,  and  as  my  dear  mare  launched  herself 
into  the  air  like  a  bird  taking  its  flight,  his  spear  reached 
my  back.  Happily,  by  her  leap  it  but  grazed  me  with  a 
flesh-wound,  and  fell  harmlessly  into  the  river  as  I  landed 
on  the  other  side.  There  I  was  safe  enough,  for  the  other 
mare  had  refused  the  leap,  nor  could  aught  inspire  her 
with  sufficient  courage.  The  saddle  and  bridle  that  I  had 
left  behind  me  were  richly  wrought  and  inlaid,  and  for  the 
mare  also  I  had  paid  a  goodly  number  of  gold  pieces,  so  I 
thought  the  man  well  paid  for  the  exchange.  And  I 
doubt  not  he  too  thought  the  same,  for  he  never  appeared 
to  claim  my  Ghalia,  whom  I  love  better  than  I  ever  hope 
to  love  a  woman." 

"  And  thou  sayest  she  is  of  the  Kuhl  breed  ?  Is  she 
then  a  black,  or  a  bay,  like  the  khalif's  Subbah  ?  " 

"  Of  purest  black  and  of  a  shining  silken  skin,  save  the 
ghura  of  white  on  her  broad  forehead,  in  form  a  per- 

*  Sheik— chief. 


72  GEBER 

feet  star  of  five  points.  'Tis  the  mark,  thou  knowest, 
of  the  best  of  omens,  and  in  truth  so  it  hath  proved  to 
me,  for  never  since  I  possessed  her  hath  any  ill-fortune 
befallen  me — till  now."  A  sudden  cloud  passed  over 
his  face  and  he  grew  silent,  paying  no  further  attention  to 
the  stories  told  of  the  khalif  s  favourite  horse,  famed  for 
her  perfections  throughout  the  breadth  of  his  possessions. 

"  She  is  of  a  marvellous  endurance,  the  khalif's  Sub- 
bah,"  remarked  Isa  ibn  Mousa.  "  She  hath  been  noted 
for  that  since  the  first  wonderful  day  of  her  life.  Every 
one  but  thou,  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  knoweth  how  she  was 
dropped  by  her  dam  during  a  halt  of  Harun's  advanc 
ing  army,  and  how,  since  haste  was  imperative,  Harun 
bade  them  press  on  and  abandon  the  colt.  I  have  heard 
the  soldiers  themselves  tell  of  the  tumult  of  amaze 
ment  which  swept  through  the  camp  when,  a  little  time 
after  the  army  had  halted  for  the  night  and  the  mother 
was  grieving  piteously  for  her  lost  offspring,  there  suddenly 
sounded  a  little  answering  cry,  and  the  new-born  colt  of 
half  a  day,  having  followed  her  dam  all  those  weary  miles, 
came  nickering  to  her  mother's  side  upon  her  little  new 
weak  legs." 

"  A  wondrous  thing,  and  not  to  be  credited,  save  for 
the  numbers  that  witnessed  it." 

"  Harun  hath  ever  loved  and  cherished  the  horse.  He 
boasteth  that  none  can  ever  be  found  to  equal  her  in 
speed  and  endurance  ;  and  to  this  moment  none  hath 
ever  passed  her  in  the  yearly  races.  He  will  look  jealously 
upon  that  mare  of  thine,  Rafi,  if  she  be  as  noble  as  thou 
tellest.  Didst  hear  the  song  he  sang  in  her  praise  at  the 
last  great  feast,  Merwan  ?  " 

"  Ay,  and  it  had  a  rare  life  and  swing  in  its  movement." 

"  Canst  remember  the  words?" 

"  I  have  been  humming  them  ever  since.  The  first  of 
them  run  thus  : 

'Not  for  me  the  dullard  camel, 

Deck  her  saddle  as  they  may  I 
Bounding  with  her  crest  uplifted, 

Dearer  far  my  blood-red  bay; 
My  blood-red  bay,  a  touch  will  turn  her 

In  the  hottest  of  the  fray  I ' 
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"  Harun  loveth,  above  all  other  men,  a  verse  or  a  tale. 
'Twas  but  the  other  day  he  told  us  of  a  recent  laughable 
adventure  of  which  he  himself  was  the  hero.  Hast  thou 
not  heard  it  ?  He  had  robed  himself  in  the  long  linen 
shift  of  a  mendicant  and  had  wandered  to  the  tent  of  a 
camel-butcher  miles  away.  Thou  knowest  how  he  loveth 
to  wander  disguised,  alone  or  with  Jaafar,  until  one  is 
afraid  to  properly  chastise  these  skulking  dervishes,  for 
fear  their  rags  may  conceal  a  king  watching  to  see  how 
devout  are  his  subjects  in  the  matter  of  the  required  alms. 
I  have  established  a  rule  always  to  give  to  such  as  are 
clean,  for  I  believe  not  that  Harun  could  bring  himself, 
even  with  his  love  of  artistic  fitness,  to  don  some  of  the 
filthy  rags  wherewith  they  clothe  themselves.  But  to 
return  to  the  story ;  being  weary,  he  rested  in  the  tent  of 
the  camel-butcher  and  begged  a  drink.  Whereupon  the 
butcher  gave  him  water.  Harun  said  to  him, 

"  '  Hast  thou  naught  better  than  water  to  offer  a  guest? 
I  must  tell  thee  that  I  am  not  quite  of  so  lowly  a  station 
as  appeareth  now  to  thee.  I  am  a  petty  officer  of  the 
khalif's  household  making  a  pilgrimage  in  these  rags.' 
The  man  removed  the  water  with  an  apology  and  brought 
him  a  draught  of  poor,  thin  wine.  When  Harun  had 
tasted  this  he  said,  '  Nor  is  this  fit  to  be  offered  to  me, 
for  again  have  I  deceived  thee  concerning  my  station.  I 
am  in  truth  an  officer  high  in  authority  in  the  khalif's 
house — I  am  Intendant  of  the  Palace.'  Thereupon  the 
man  brought  another  pitcher  of  a  better  wine  with  profuse 
apologies  and  Harun  drank  of  it. 

"  Then  thinking  to  please  the  man  with  the  honour  he 
had  done  him  he  said, 

"  '  Once  more  have  I  deceived  thee,  friend,  but  this  time 
will  I  tell  thee  the  truth  that  thou  mayst  boast  of  it  to 
thy  fellows — I  am  no  less  a  person  than  the  khalif  him 
self  !  ' 

"  At  this  the  man  rose  suddenly  and  took  away  the 
pitcher  of  wine  entirely.  '  Why  hast  thou  removed  the 
wine?'  asked  Harun,  in  some  surprise,  as  thou  mayst 
imagine. 

" '  Thou  hast  drunken  three  times  of  my  hospitality,' 
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replied  the  man,  '  and  at  each  draught  thou  hast  claimed 
a  more  ambitious  and  exalted  position  for  thyself.  Wcrt 
thou  to  drink  but  once  more,  thou  wouldst  doubtless  claim 
to  be  Allah  himself.  Therefore  have  I  removed  it. '  " 

"Hast  thou  seen  the  new  coins,  Ibrahim?"  asked 
Khataba  ibn  Hasan,  as  Raft  rose  to  prepare  for  departure, 
and  Ibrahim  followed  his  example. 

"  Nay,  I  have  seen  too  few  coins  of  late,  new  or  old,  to 
note  their  excellency.  Describe  them  to  me." 

"They  bear  the  superscription,  '  In  the  Khalifate  of  Al 
Raschid  Jaafar.'  Thinkest  thou  that  friendship  can 
farther  go  than  to  so  unite  the  two  names  upon  the  realm's 
coin  that  they  will  appear  as  the  name  of  one  and  the 
same  person  to  future  generations?" 

"  It  hath  gone  farther,  as  I  know,"  replied  Ibrahim 
quietly.  "  The  khalif  hath  ordered  a  cloak  to  be  formed 
with  two  openings  for  the  neck,  that  he  may  not  be  parted 
from  his  favourite  by  even  an  unnecessary  thickness  of 
cloth.  And  further,  I  have  heard  rumours  of  yet  another 
proof  of  affection  so  far  beyond  all  that  hath  gone  before 
that  it  doth  dwarf  them  into  insignificance." 

"What  meanest  thou  ?     Confide  it  to  us!  " 

"  Nay  !  "  replied  Ibrahim  firmly  to  the  cries  and  ex 
postulations  that  arose  on  all  sides.  "There  arc  things 
with  which  it  is  unsafe  to  meddle,  even  with  words  and 
among  one's  friends.  Doubtless  thou  too  wilt  hear  it  ere 
long,  but  it  must  not  be  from  me.  Beside,  I  owe  the 
Barmeks  my  gratitude,  for  Yahcya  hath  but  now  deliv 
ered  me  from  the  clutches  of  an  usurer  of  a  jeweller  by  a 
most  clever  device.  Of  that  indeed  will  I  tell  thee  will 
ingly.  When  I  complained  to  him  of  mine  embarrass 
ment  he  replied,  '  That  is  an  easy  matter  and  the  means 
are  at  hand.  The  servant  of  the  governor  of  Egypt  hath 
but  to-day  requested  me  to  ask  a  gift  of  his  master  in 
return  for  a  service  which  I  have  rendered  him.  I  hear 
thou  hast  a  slave  girl  for  whom  thou  hast  paid  three  thou 
sand  dinars.  I  will  request  this  slave  of  him  as  a  gift, 
and  do  thou  refuse  to  part  with  her  for  less  than  twenty 
thousand  dinars' 

"  '  It  happened  even  as  he  advised,  but  when  later  he 


GEBER  75 

questioned  me  concerning  the  transaction,  I  admitted  to 
him  that  I  had  accepted  ten  thousand  dinars  as  the  price 
of  the  slave,  with  whom  I  was  indeed  most  loath  to  part. 
Whereat  Yaheya  chided  me.  He  said,  '  Here  now  is  the 
girl.  Once  more  will  I  help  thee  in  spite  of  thy  foolish 
ness.  The  governor  of  Persia  hath  long  made  a  similar 
request  of  me.  Refuse  now  to  part  with  her  for  less  than 
fifty  thousand  dinars  when  I  request  her  of  him.' 

"  Again  my  heart  failed  me,  and  I  accepted  thirty  thou 
sand  dinars  for  her  in  my  need.  When  I  went  to  thank 
Yaheya  I  begged  him  to  keep  the  girl,  with  whom  I  had 
indeed  parted  reluctantly,  until  such  time  as  I  could  rebuy 
her  from  him. 

"  '  Here  is  the  girl,'  he  replied.  '  Take  and  keep  her.  It 
was  but  an  expedient  to  help  a  friend.'  And  thereupon 
I  made  him  witness  to  my  promise  to  free  the  girl  and 
marry  her." 

"  A  goodly  friend.  Jupiter  must  have  been  in  conjunc 
tion  with  Aquarius  when  he  was  born,  for  he  is  both  for 
tunate  and  kind  to  others.  The  Barmeks,  father  and  sons, 
have  fewer  enemies  than  any  I  know  in  the  whole  Arabian 
Peninsula,  spite  of  their  exalted  position,  which  hath  now 
continued  so  long  to  be  the  wonder  of  the  universe  that 
we  may  look  for  a  fall  ere  long." 

"  If  that  be  the  only  reason  for  their  fall,"  replied 
Ibrahim,  throwing  his  cloak  about  him  and  preparing  to 
follow  Rafi  from  the  hammam,  "  pray  Allah  it  may  be 
long  deferred.  I  know  of  no  reason  for  any  change. 
They  are  loved  by  the  entire  people  as  Harun  with  all  his 
power  and  wit  and  learning  can  never  hope  to  be. 
'Twould  be  a  sad  day  for  Arabia  that  saw  their  downfall. 
Why  suggest  so  improbable  a  catastrophe  ?  Thou 
knowest  there  is  evil  luck  in  such  idle  words." 

"  Thou  knowest  however  the  saying,  '  The  nearer  the 
crown  the  less  secure  the  head  !  '  '  cried  Menvan's  gay 
voice  as  the  curtain  fell  behind  him.  He  found  Rafi 
pacing  up  and  down  beyond  the  portal  of  the  Jiaminam 
with  a  moody  brow. 

"  What  aileth  thee  of  late,  Friend  Rafi  ?  "  he  questioned 
with  a  kindly  curiosity.  "  If  it  have  aught  to  do  with 
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money,  I  am  in  a  position  since  the  generosity  of  the 
Barmeks " 

"  It  is  no  lack  of  gold  pieces  that  disturbeth  me,  good 
Friend  Ibrahim,  though  indeed  I  thank  thee  for  thy  kindly 
offer.  Thou  knowest  I  am  the  head  of  the  family,  though 
I  have  until  now  given  up  the  use  of  the  estate  to  my 
younger  brother  Beshir,  who  doth  transmit  to  me  more 
gold  pieces  than  I  can  use.  Nay,  it  is  not  that." 

"  Canst  thou  then  confide  to  me  the  real  trouble?" 

"  I  know  of  no  reason  to  prevent,  save  mine  own 
hesitancy  to  reveal  a  threatened  disgrace,  which,  however, 
soon  may  reach  thine  ears  from  the  house-tops." 

"  Disgrace ! " 

"  Even  that.  And  a  disgrace  unmerited  by  any  act  of 
mine,  but  bestowed  upon  me  through  the  dishonour  of 
another — and  that  other  the  ruler  of  twenty  thousand 
cities  !  " 

"  Hush — hush — I  implore  thee  !  Such  words,  if  over 
heard,  would  cost  thee  thy  head  for  uttering  them  and 
mine  for  listening  to  them.  Tell  me  thy  trouble — but 
tell  it  in  a  whisper,  if  it  be  of  such  grave  import." 

"  It  is  of  little  importance  to  any  save  myself,  no 
doubt,"  replied  Rafi  gloomily.  "  Yet  am  I  tempted  to 
tell  it  thee  for  the  sake  of  thy  kindly  sympathy.  Thou 
knowest  that  the  khalif  hath  long  been  suspicious  of  the 
rectitude  of  AH  ibn  Isa,  whom  he  appointed  to  be  governor 
of  Khorasan,  when  he  called  his  foster-brother  Faclhl  the 
Barmek  to  be  Chamberlain  here  at  the  palace  in  Baghdad. 
A  year  ago  he  selected  me  at  the  instance  of  Yaheya, 
under  whom  I  had  served  in  the  army  in  posts  of  honour, 
to  search  out  the  truth  concerning  these  suspicions.  This 
have  I  done  in  all  faithfulness,  and  I  have  now  returned 
here  to  him  to  render  up  my  evidence." 

"  And  thou  didst  tell  him—?  " 

"  The  truth  ;  that  Ali  and  his  sons  are  robbers,  that  they 
have  filled  their  palaces  with  the  ill-obtained  treasures 
which  they  have  wrung  from  the  rich  as  bribes,  and  from 
the  poor  by  torture  ;  that  the  whole  district  is  on  the  eve 
of  a  revolt  because  of  these  oppressions.  I  did  what  I 
might  to  influence  the  people  to  submission,  for  they 
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have  given  me  their  confidence,  but  nothing  short  of  the 
removal  of  Ali  and  his  sons  will  retain  Khorasan  in  the 
Khalifate,  unless  by  means  of  a  bloody  and  long-continued 
war ;  for  these  provinces  which  threaten  revolt  are  strong 
and  obstinate." 

"  And  how  did  Harun  reply  to  thee  ?  " 

"  He  heard  me  silently  and  dismissed  me  with  the  as 
surance  that  I  should  hear  further  from  him  another  day. 
His  manner  was  most  kindly,  and  I  confess  my  hopes 
mounted.  Thou  knowest  it  is  not  too  ambitious  for  me 
to  hope  for  even  so  high  a  position  myself  and  his  ap 
preciation  of  my  services — for  I  brought  hirn  ample  proofs 
of  my  words — were  so  significant  that  they  fanned  my 
hopes  to  a  blaze  of  expectation.  But  the  strange  part  is 
to  follow.  Five  days  later,  when  I  ventured  to  beg  of 
Jaafar  that  he  relieve  me  of  my  inactivity  and  uncertainty, 
I  was  again  granted  a  royal  audience ;  but  now  Harun 
received  me  with  such  harsh  coldness  that  I  was  nigh 
speechless  with  surprise  and  chagrin.  He  announced  that 
he  wished  further  to  substantiate  my  charges  before  act 
ing  in  so  weighty  a  matter,  and  he  bade  me  attend  the 
court  with  constancy  until  such  time  as  he  should  acquaint 
me  further  with  his  will.  Thou  knowest  that  this  means 
naught  of  good  for  me;  and  it  doth  so  fret  me  to  live  in 
such  uncertainty  that  I  fear  in  an  ill-considered  moment 
I  may  yield  to  the  impulse  of  my  rash  temper,  and  either 
put  all  to  the  touch  on  one  interview  which  shall  decide 
my  fate,  or  at  least  disobey  the  strict  command  laid  upon 
me  and,  leaving  the  scene  of  such  ingratitude,  flee  to  the 
desert  and  renounce  Harun  and  his  authority  !  " 

Rafi's  eyes  glowed  rebelliously,  and  his  companion 
touched  his  arm  a  second  time  before  he  secured  his  at 
tention. 

"  And  thou  hast  no  knowledge  of  the  cause  of  this 
change?"  Ibrahim  regarded  him  with  intentness.  • 

Rafi  shrugged  his   shoulders   contemptuously. 

"Who  can  fathom  a  despot's  motives?  A  rainy  day, 
or  too  great  a  feast  in  the  harem  the  night  before  and 
the  world  is  wrong  and  the  world  must  pay  ! 

"  I  at  least   can  fathom  the  motive  for   this,"    replied 
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Ibrahim  drily,  "  for  it  so  happeneth  that  I  have  the  key 
in  my  hand." 

"  Thou  hast  ?  " 

"  I  heard  the  whole  story  of  Ali,  the  governor  of  Khor- 
asan,  at  the  palace  of  the  Barmeks  the  other  day,  though  I 
heard  not  thy  name  in  connection  with  it." 

"  And  the  reason  ?  "  cried  Rafi  breathlessly. 

"  'Tis  very  simple — in  truth  of  too  great  a  simplicity 
to  pleasure  me,"  replied  Ibrahim  a  trifle  sadly.  "  Ali 
hath  cleverly  turned  the  edge  of  thine  accusations  with  so 
magnificent  a  present  in  proof  of  the  prosperity  of  his 
province  and  as  promise  of  future  revenue,  that  Harun 
now  desireth  to  ignore  the  proofs  thou  hast  given  him  and 
to  retain  the  schemer  in  his  old  estate." 

"  Truly,  thy  words  make  all  plain  !  "  exclaimed  Rafi 
with  bitterness.  "  He  dareth  not  utterly  ignore  the 
proofs  I  have  brought  him,  lest  I  openly  denounce  his 
fraud  to  the  people  and,  joining  the  rebellious  ones  who 
love  me,  provoke  a  war.  I  shall  doubtless  be  sent  soon 
upon  some  distant  mission  where  I  shall  be  safe  from 
doing  harm.  I  will  go  to  him  and — 

Ibrahim  laid  a  strong  hand  on  the  angry  young  man's 
arm.  There  was  great  gravity  in  his  face. 

"  Hearken,  Rafi  !  I  fear  thou  dost  tread  on  more  dan 
gerous  ground  than  thou  thinkest  to  be  the  case.  There 
may  be  still  another  reason  for  thy  being  kept  here  under 
the  eye  of  the  khalif  himself.  Thy  rashness,  as  well  as 
thy  bravery,  thine  impetuous  temper  as  well  as  thy  honesty, 
are  well  known.  What  more  easy  than  to  so  fetter  and 
sting  thy  proud  spirit  with  restrictions  and  delays,  harsh 
neglect  or  even  insult,  that  thou  wilt  be  tempted  to  break 
out  of  the  bounds  of  decorum  and  bring  upon  thyself  a 
judgment?  A  little  matter  or  a  great  one — so  long  as  it 
may  be  produced  to  the  people  to  support  his  action 
t — it  may  even  be  that  Harun  but  waitcth  for  a  pretext  to 
remove  thee  entirely  from  his  path." 

Rafi  turned  pale  with  surprise  as  the  plausibility  of 
the  surmise  dawned  upon  him. 

"  I  will  flee  into  the  desert !  "  he  cried.  "  If  I  must  die 
to  satisfy  this  man's  greed,  then  at  least  will  I  die  under 
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the  free  sky  and  fighting  as  becomes  a  soldier  who  hath 
never  shown  the  enemy  aught  but  his  face !  " 

"  That  is  but  a  losing  fight,  and  I  can  tell  thee  of  a  better 
way.  Fight  Harun  with  his  own  weapons.  It  doth  rest 
with  thyself  if  he  find  the  pretext.  Without  one  he  will 
be  slow  to  move,  being  rarely  fond  of  the  great  show  of 
justice  which  hath  gained  him  his  name.  Guard  thy  way 
ward  spirit  well  against  its  rash  impulses  and  wait  for  a 
little  to  see  if  the  path  be  not  made  clearer.  Better  im 
pulses  may  prevail  with  Harun,  or  Ali  himself  may  take  a 
false  step.  Should  Ali  be  overthrown,  or  an  insurrection 
arise,  to  whom  would  the  khalif  turn  for  aid  save  to  thee 
whose  influence  upon  the  people  is  well  known  ?  At  the 
very  last  it  will  be  time  to  flee  or  to  fight,  and  in  the 
meantime  I  will  importune  the  Barmeks  in  thy  behalf. 
Only  guard  against  thyself,  for  I  do  misdoubt  thy  rash 
ness,  friend  !  " 

Rafi  looked  at  him  gratefully.  "  Ibrahim,  thou  art  a 
true  friend  to  me.  In  truth,  I  know  not  how  to  thank 
thee." 

"  I  have  learned  to  love  thee,  Rafi.  Thou  art  brave  and 
honest  and  we  have  need  of  more  men  with  those  attri 
butes."  Ibrahim  looked  at  him  with  affection  in  his  grave 
and  thoughtful  eyes.  "  Harun  too  hath  many  noble 
qualities,  and  I  desire  not  to  see  him  stain  his  hands  with 
this  injustice.  Do  we  separate  here  ?  I  go  to  the  mosque 
and  then  to  the  tailor's." 

"  I  have  sent  a  slave  for  my  horse  and  I  shall  then  ride 
out  upon  the  plains  for  a  little.  There  is  nothing  to  quiet 
a  fever  in  the  head  like  the  soaring  flight  of  a  good  horse." 

"  I  see  thy  pretty  creature  approaching.  She  raiseth 
her  head  to  beam  on  thee  with  her  soft  eyes  like  a  mis 
tress  coming  to  her  lover.  I  will  bid  thee  farewell  until 
we  shall  meet  at  the  supper  which  the  Shaikh  Sigebut 
hath  arranged  to  give  Obeidah  the  scribe.  The  young 
noble  hath  a  generous  and  kindly  spirit,  but  Obeidah  I 
hold  not  in  such  favour  ;  he  hath  too  smooth  and  plausible 
an  air  for  mine  appreciation.  Farewell  then  for  the  moment. 
Allah  and  the  Prophet  be  thy  continual  safeguard  ! " 

Rafi  mounted  as  Ibrahim's  tall  figure  disappeared  in  the 
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crowd  and  rode  moodily  in  the  opposite  direction.  Was 
this  to  be  the  end  of  all  those  glowing  dreams  which  had 
been  his  companions  by  night  and  by  day  for  so  many 
years?  Dreams  of  honours  won  at  the  price  of  his  blood, 
of  rank  conferred  in  recognition  of  his  deeds  of  valour  and 
loyalty  ;  dreams  which  had  brightened  the  midnight  hours 
when  he  lay  tossing  in  the  fever  of  some  wound,  or  had 
made  endurable  the  burning  hell  of  the  desert's  summer 
sun  ?  Now  a  prison  or  death,  and  the  world's  forgetful- 
ness,  awaited  him.  And  this  because  he  had  performed 
an  honest  mission  too  faithfully !  He  groaned  aloud  in 
the  bitterness  of  despair,  and  Ghalia  looked  back  at  him 
with  perplexity  in  her  soft  brown  eyes.  She  had  never 
heard  her  master's  voice  sound  that  note  before.  It  was 
usually  raised  in  endearments  to  her,  under  which  she 
bridled  with  pleasure  like  a  coquettish  girl,  or  in  song  as 
gay  and  care-free  as  a  bird's. 

Suddenly  she  pricked  her  ear  forward  at  a  disturbance 
down  the  street.  A  horse  was  galloping  wildly  toward 
them,  maddened  by  the  sting  of  a  poisonous  fly,  and  hav 
ing  torn  herself  from  the  hands  of  her  groom.  Ghalia 
snorted  in  contempt  and  prepared  to  teach  the  animal  a 
lesson  in  self-control.  Had  she  not  endured  the  fly-stings 
patiently  by  the  hour  rather  than  disturb  her  master  even 
by  a  kick  when  she  bore  him  so  frightfully  wounded  out 
of  the  last  battle  ? 

But  between  them  and  the  flying  horse  now  appeared  a 
palanquin  directly  in  its  path.  At  sight  of  the  enraged 
apparition  which  turned  directly  toward  them,  as  a  blindly 
frightened  horse  will  always  fall  upon  any  object  in  its 
path,  the  attendants  and  bearers  dropped  their  burden  and 
scattered  in  all  directions  in  a  sudden  panic  of  fear  for 
their  own  safety.  Ghalia  snorted  again  and  plunged. 
Would  not  her  master  see  that  they  were  needed? 
Yes,  Rafi  is  roused  from  his  abstraction  at  last,  just  as 
the  veiled  occupant  of  the  litter  with  a  shrill  scream  of 
terror  springs  out  into  the  very  track  of  the  maddened 
creature.  With  a  bound  Ghalia,  too,  is  upon  the  spot. 
No  need  to  tell  her  what  to  do  who  has  so  often  beaten 
off  the  attacks  of  the  wild  horse  of  the  desert.  With  her 


GEBER  *  81 

sharp  fore-feet  she  rains  blow  upon  blow  with  the  rapidity 
of  lightning  on  the  now  astonished  runaway,  till  with  a 
sharp  neigh  of  fright  the  latter  stands  cowed  and  trembling, 
while  her  groom,  breathless  with  his  chase,  seizes  and  holds 
her  securely. 

At  the  first  spring  with  which  Ghalia  reached  the 
paralysed  figure  standing  helplessly  in  the  peril  of  a 
dreadful  death,  Rafi  had  stooped  from  his  saddle  and 
clasped  the  little  form  in  his  arms.  He  had  thought  her 
a  child  as  they  sprang  to  her  assistance,  but  during  the 
moments  when  Ghalia  was  administering  her  punishment 
and  he  was  obliged  to  hold  the  rescued  one  close  against 
his  breast  in  order  to  keep  his  seat,  he  became  aware  that 
he  held  in  the  enforced  ardency  of  his  embrace  a  woman, 
not  a  child.  Small  and  delicate  as  a  wood-flower,  but  of  a 
mature  and  rounded  grace. 

Again  Ghalia  reared  and  struck  savagely  at  her  plung 
ing  antagonist,  and  the  sudden  movement  tore  the  veil 
from  the  face  pressed  closely  to  his  heart,  and  for  one 
moment  Rafi  gazed  upon  a  tender,  star-like  beauty,  and 
wide,  frightened  eyes  looked  beseechingly  into  his — a 
look  which  sufficed  to  kindle  a  fire  that  should  burn  to  all 
eternity.  Another  moment  and  the  battle  was  over,  the 
runaway  reduced  to  submission,  and  many  eager  hands 
were  stretched  out  to  snatch  his  treasure  from  him. 
His  treasure,  which  he  had  so  suddenly  found  out  of  all 
the  world  and  must  now  relinquish. 

Rafi  placed  the  girl  carefully  on  the  ground  and  respect 
fully  drew  back.  The  veil  again  covered  her  face  and  the 
cloak  her  form.  There  was  an  air  of  extreme  trepidation 
about  the  attendants  who  had  re-arranged  the  palanquin 
and  would  now  have  authoritatively  hurried  their  charge 
away,  had  she  not  stopped  them  imperiously. 

"  Thou  hast  shamefully  neglected  thy  duty  and  would 
have  left  me  to  be  trampled  to  death  beneath  the  feet  of 
a  wild  horse.  Stand  aside  and  be  silent  while  I  render 
thanks  to  my  preserver.  Be  very  grateful  if  I  do 
not  report  thy  cowardly  conduct  to  the  master,  my 
brother ! " 

They  cringed  like  beaten  dogs  at  her  sharp  tone,  and 
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she  turned  from  them  to  Rafi.  Her  sweet  voice  pierced 
his  heart  in  a  new  rapture  which  was  almost  a  pain. 

"  I  owe  my  life  to  thee,"  she  said.  "  My  brother  shall 
thank  thee  for  thy  timely  and  courageous  aid — thine  and 
thy  good  mare's,  whose  equal  I  have  never  seen.  Thou 
hast  saved  me  from  a  dreadful  fate,  and  the  gratitude  of 
my  heart  is  thine.  I  am  Oleija,  the  sister  of  the  khalif." 

There  was  one  other  who  witnessed  the  scene  of  the 
last  few  moments.  As  the  palanquin  turned  a  corner  and 
vanished  from  sight,  a  Magian  in  a  red  turban  rode  into 
the  crowd  and  looked  at  the  young  man  with  flashing 
dark  eyes.  When  Rafi  remounted  and  turned  to  ride 
away,  he  beckoned  him  to  his  side. 

"  Thou  art  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  a  captain  in  the  khalif's 
army,"  he  said.  "  Come  then  with  me,  for  I  have  a  word 
to  say  to  thee  concerning  thy  affairs.  I  am  Geber  the 
Astrologer." 


CHAPTER  VII 

Till  at  length  the  burden  seems 
Greater  than  the  strength  can  bear, 

Heavy  as  the  weight  of  dreams 

Pressing  on  us  everywhere.  — LONGFELLOW. 

THE  audience  hall  of  the  palace  of  the  Barmeks  had 
been  more  than  usually  crowded  that  morning.  Envoys, 
poets,  theologians,  men  of  all  ranks,  nations,  and  occupa 
tions  came  daily  to  pay  their  court  to  the  khalif's  favourites, 
knowing  that  this  was  the  surest  path  to  the  notice  of 
the  khalif  himself.  Some  came  also  for  political  or  per 
sonal  favours,  for  the  people  knew  that  the  kindly  Barmeks 
never  refused  aid  that  it  was  in  their  power  to  give,  and 
the  most  illustrious  envoy  and  the  meanest  slave  or 
mendicant  were  equally  sure  of  a  patient  hearing. 

Second  only  to  the  abode  of  royalty  in  size  and  splendour 
was  this  palace  where  resided  Yaheya,  his  household  and 
his  three  sons.  The  windows  overlooked  the  Tigris, 
whose  flowing  waters  rendered  cool  the  breezes  that 
fanned  through  the  palms  in  the  inner  courts,  and  the 
tinkling  splash  of  the  fountains  within  mingled  with  the 
gurgling  lap  of  the  river-waves  without.  The  tessellated 
floors  of  the  palace  were  covered  with  rich  carpets  and 
rugs  from  Africa,  their  warm  colours  blending  in  silent  har 
monies  with  the  rich  tints  shed  by  the  sun  through  the 
glass  of  the  windows  above.  Within  its  walls  were 
gathered  treasures  of  all  the  arts  of  the  world,  marbles 
from  Greece,  carvings  in  ivory  from  India,  tapestries  from 
Turkey,  marvels  of  inlaying  in  tortoise-shell,  pearl,  and 
the  precious  metals,  hangings  of  silk  and  velvet  from 
Egypt — all  evidencing  a  great  wealth,  but  wealth  expended 
with  taste  and  without  ostentation,  the  wealth  that  does 
not  offend  the  honest  or  oppress  the  poor. 

The  founder  of  this  family  which  had  risen  to  so  dizzy 
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a  height  and  has  occupied  so  unique  a  place  in  history, 
was  the  Barmek,or  custodian,  of  the  Temple  of  Perpetual 
Spring,  the  shrine  of  the  Zoroastrian  faith.  His  son, 
Khaled,  won  great  renown  in  the  reign  of  Al  Mehdi  as  a 
general  in  his  army,  and  the  son,  Yaheya,  was  made 
Grand  Vizier  by  Harun  when  he  came  to  his  throne.  To 
Yaheya  had  been  given  the  training  of  the  young  prince 
Harun  in  the  art  of  war  and  a  great  part  of  Harun's  early 
days  was  passed  in  the  camps  with  Yaheya  and  his  sons. 
Under  the  persecution  of  his  brother,  Al  Hadi,  it  was  to 
their  protection  Harun  owed  his  life.  Fadhl,  the  eldest 
son,  was  Harun's  foster-brother,  and  the  khalif  still  called 
Yaheya  "Father"  in  moments  of  confidence.  The 
youngest  son,  Muhammed,  had  already  been  intrusted 
with  several  missions  of  importance.and  in  every  possible 
manner  had  Harun,  the  khalif,  repaid  the  debt  of  gratitude 
incurred  to  this  family  by  Harun,  the  prince. 

But  it  was  Jaafar,  the  second  son,  whom  the  royal 
mantle  of  favour  enfolded  most  closely.  His  was  the 
loved  voice  which  had  the  power  to  drive  away  the 
shadows  in  the  monarch's  gloomiest  hour,  his  the  happy 
wit  which  could  defeat  the  subtlest  advance  of  ennui,  and 
his  was  the  trusted  loyalty  which  recognised  no  weariness 
in  the  performance  of  duty.  Upon  him  devolved  the 
most  onerous  as  well  as  the  most  important  position  in 
the  khalif's  official  staff — that  of  Secretary  of  the  Bureau 
of  Correspondence.  By  him  were  all  royal  orders  drawn 
up  and  signed,  and  it  was  his  duty  each  day  to  read  and 
explain  to  the  khalif  in  durbar,  or  open  council,  each 
petition  as  it  was  presented.  This  required  an  intimate 
knowledge  of  Mohammedan  law  and  the  decisions,  which 
were  rendered  in  purest  Arabic,  were  concise,  grammat 
ical,  and  expressed  with  the  greatest  elegance.  Jaafar 
had  studied  jurisprudence  under  the  celebrated  Kadi, 
Abou  Yusef  the  Hanifite,  and  his  judgments  were  remark 
able  for  so  masterly  a  command  of  language  that  one 
containing  but  a  few  words  would  sell  to  lovers  of  good 
Arabic  for  a  dinar  of  gold.  His  nature  was  so  honestly 
industrious  that  instead  of  presuming  upon  his  position 
of  favour  in  order  to  shirk  or  transfer  his  duties,  history 
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tells  us  that  he  had  been  known  under  press  of  business 
to  write  a  thousand  decisions  in  a  night. 

The  story  of  this  family  stands  alone  in  the  world's 
annals.  Nothing  but  good  has  ever  been  recorded  of  any 
member  from  the  first  ancestor  to  the  last  descendant  ; 
and  this  where  all  were  mounted  upon  the  pinnacles 
of  fame  and  wealth,  targets  for  envy  and  all  malice, 
and  in  a  time  and  country  where  the  influence  of  those 
nearest  the  ruler  invariably  went  to  the  highest  bidder. 
That  the  Barmeks  could  be  neither  bought  nor  sold, 
from  father  to  sons,  is  amply  testified  by  the  records 
left  us  in  the  annals  and  literature  of  the  common 
people,  the  most  enduring  and  severe  critics  of  faults 
in  high  places.  At  a  time  when  Persians  in  Arabia 
were  execrated  by  high  and  low  alike,  the  Barmeks, 
though  believed  to  be  of  the  purest  Persian  blood, 
were  regarded  by  all  with  a  singular  unity  of  affection. 
In  a  land  of  extreme  religious  intolerance  they  who 
held  the  highest  offices  and  were  loaded  with  the  greatest 
honours,  while  conforming  outwardly  to  the  forms  of  the 
Prophet's  laws,  clung  at  heart  as  every  one  well  knew,  to 
the  ancient  faith  of  their  forefather,  Barmek.  Yet  Envy 
reached  not  out  her  hand  to  tear  them  down,  and  save  in 
the  instance  of  one  fanatic,  intolerance  was  silent  in  their 
kindly  presence.  Wonderful  exception  to  the  usual  laws 
governing  the  relations  between  wealth  and  poverty, 
wisdom  and  ignorance,  beneficence  and  snarling  jealousy, 
there  were  no  murmurings  of  malice  among  the  people  at 
the  name  of  Barmek.  Instead,  in  every  palace  and  every 
hut  the  listener  heard  tales  of  their  bravery,  loyalty  and 
benevolence.  Indeed,  there  scarcely  lived  a  family  in  the 
great  city  which  had  not  in  some  manner  profited  by  the 
traits  which  they  blessed. 

When  the  last  applicant  for  favour  had  withdrawn, 
Jaafar  sought  his  father.  Yaheya  had  already  left  the 
audience  hall,  his  age  excusing  him  from  the  fatigue  of 
lengthened  audiences.  Jaafar  found  him  in  a  favourite 
inner  room  which  opened  upon  the  Court  of  the  Fountains, 
and  throwing  himself  upon  a  couch  he  sighed  wearily. 
Yaheya  scanned  his  son's  face  earnestly  for  a  few  moments 
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in  silence.  It  was  an  unusual  face  and  worthy  the  second 
glance  of  one  even  less  interested  in  its  expression  than  was 
he  who  now  sat  studying  the  features  in  thoughtful  calm. 
The  forehead  was  broad  and  full,  the  large  eyes  looked 
out  frankly  and  fearlessly  from  beneath  finely-marked 
brows,  the  haughty  nose  and  firm  chin  showed  decision 
and  strength,  tempered  by  the  kindliness  expressed  in  the 
full,  yet  cleanly  drawn  mouth.  It  was  the  face  of  one 
who  loved  his  kind  with  all  the  confidence  and  warmth  of 
a  generous  heart.  A  son  for  any  man  to  be  proud  of, 
and  Yaheya  thrilled  secretly  with  satisfaction  and  fatherly 
pride  as  he  wrapped  his  furred  robe  of  Intendant  of  the 
Royal  Harem  about  him  and  sank  back  on  his  couch. 
Though  when  the  first  glow  of  natural  pleasure  had  faded 
he  suddenly  felt,  rather  than  saw,  the  impalpable  veil  of 
sadness  which  hung  over  the  face,  when  as  at  present  all 
watchfulness  was  relaxed  and  the  features  were  allowed  to 
fall  into  the  curves  and  lines  of  the  heart's  choosing. 
There  was  sadness  in  the  curves  of  the  mouth,  sadness 
like  a  cloud  upon  the  noble  brow,  and  sadness,  deep,  un 
fathomable,  in  the  sombre  eyes  that  usually  looked  out 
with  such  tolerant  kindness  upon  the  many  phases  of 
human  nature  which  came  daily  within  their  horizon. 

"  Hast  thou  not  slept  well,  my  son,  that  thou  seemest 
so  weary  and  depressed  this  beautiful  day  ? "  Yaheya 
asked,  breaking  the  silence. 

"  Sleep  had  I  in  plenty,  dear  father,"  replied  Jaafar, 
rousing  himself,  "  had  it  not  been  broken  in  its  restfulness 
by  strange  dreams  of  a  vividness  which  will  not  let  me 
forget  them  even  yet." 

"  Didst  thou  neglect  to  turn  upon  thine  other  side  upon 
awaking  and  so  avert  any  evil  influences  from  the  dream  ?  " 

"  Many  times  I  turned,  but  ever  the  same  dream  pur 
sued  me,  and  that  too  in  spite  of  charms  which  I  recited 
to  fright  away  the  jinnee,  and  more  than  one  Sura  from 
the  blessed  Koran  to  compose  the  strange  struggle  within 
me." 

"  Let  me  hear  thy  dream." 

"  I  was  in  a  dungeon  of  such  blackness  that  my  brain 
seemed  bursting  with  its  weight  and  when  I  would  have 
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moved  my  limbs  they  were  fast  bound  with  withes  that 
cut  my  flesh.  This  I  knew,  for  I  felt  the  warm  blood  run- 
ning  from  them,  though  I  felt  no  pain.  About  my  neck  was 
a  collar  that  scorched  me  like  hot  iron.  Suddenly  as  I  lay 
thus  bound,  a  dazzling  light  shone  upon  me  so  that  I  shut 
mine  eyes,  and  in  mine  ears  sounded  a  ravishing  melody, 
the  like  of  which  have  I  never  heard  since  I  was  born. 
But  as  I  listened  and  could  have  swooned  for  its  very 
sweetness,  the  bonds  about  my  limbs  and  the  band  about 
my  neck  began  to  press  more  heavily,  and  as  the  pain  in 
creased  the  wondrous  melody  faded  away.  I  looked  upon 
my  fetters  in  the  dazzling  light  which  still  remained  and  I 
saw  with  an  unreasoning  horror  that  they  were  neither 
chains  nor  withes,  but  the  hair  from  a  woman's  head.  I 
raised  my  bound  hands  to  my  throat  where  that  about  it 
was  crushing  out  my  breath,  and  behold,  that  also  was  of 
M  woman's  hair.  And  as  I  tore  vainly  at  it  in  mine  agony, 
1  knew  no  more." 

•'  In  truth,  a  strange  and  unhappy  dream,"  saidYaheya 
slowly.  His  gentle,  fine  old  face  had  lost  its  colour  until 
it  was  nearly  of  the  hue  of  his  linen  tunic.  "  Hast  thou 
consulted  an  astrologer  concerning  its  meaning?" 

"  Thou  knowest  that  my  time  is  not  my  own  until  the 
evening." 

"  I  have  heard  much  of  this  man,  Geber,"  said  the  elder 
man  thoughtfully.  "  I  heard  him  teach  in  the  lecture-hall 
of  the  Medrassees  not  long  since  and  I  found  him  to  be  a 
man  of  deep  learning,  especially  concerning  the  stars  and 
their  influences.  Thou  knowest  that  Ptolemy  assigned  a 
period  of  thirty-six  thousand  years  for  the  pretended  mo 
tion  of  the  fixed  stars  from  west  to  east,  and  none  before 
•ins  ever  questioned  the  exactness  of  his  calculations. 
But  this  Geber  hath  invented  an  instrument  which  he 
calleth  an  astrolabe.  It  turneth  upon  its  supports  so  that 
the  principal  circle  can  be  placed  at  will  in  the  plane  of 
the  meridian,  the  equator,  or  the  ecliptic,  and  thus  obtain 
right  ascensions  and  declinations,  or  latitude  and  longi 
tude  of  celestial  bodies.  With  this  instrument  it  also  be- 
cometh  an  easy  matter  to  determine  the  distances  in  longi 
tude  between  the  sun  and  moon,  or  between  the  moon  and 
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other  stars.  Therewith  he  proved  to  us  most  cleverly  and 
plainly  that  the  period  fixed  by  Ptolemy  should  be  much 
shortened." 

"  If  this  be  so,  father,  'tis  the  greatest  advance  that 
astronomy  hath  known  since  Euclid  observed  that  the 
fixed  stars  describe  circular  movements  about  an  axis 
which  is  oblique  to  the  horizon  ;  and  that  was  three  hun 
dred  years  before  the  Christ  of  the  Christians  was  born ! 
Canst  thou  recall  aught  else  that  he  taught  ?  " 

In  his  intense  interest  in  any  question  of  science,  which 
his  mind  with  those  of  the  greater  part  of  cultured  Ara 
bians  of  that  day  grasped  with  equal  facility  and  pleasure, 
Jaafar  had  entirely  forgotten  his  ominous  dream.  It  was 
impossible  for  any  intellect,  however  strong  and  inde 
pendent,  to  entirely  escape  the  influence  of  the  in-born 
and  in-bred  superstition  of  the  race;  a  superstition  which 
entered  into  the  simplest  acts  of  everyday  life  and  oprnly 
ruled  the  most  momentous  decisions  of  state  polity.  At 
this  period  astronomy,  the  child  of  astrology,  was  in  its 
infancy.  Astrology  was  a  legitimate  and  acknowledged 
science,  standing  only  second  in  its  power  and  influence 
to  religion  itself,  to  which  it  was  so  closely  married  that 
it  was  often  difficult  to  separate  the  two.  To  the  astrolo 
gers  were  referred  all  dreams,  signs  or  omens,  and  upon 
their  interpretations  depended  the  undertaking  or  relin 
quishing  of  all  projects  by  all  people,  from  the  khalif  to 
the  meanest  slave  that  swept  his  floors. 

It  is  then  not  to  be  wondered  at,  that  while  Yaheya  had 
cleverly  succeeded  in  his  design  to  turn  his  son's  thoughts 
from  his  dream,  his  own  face  did  not  recover  its  colour 
even  after  he  had  answered  Jaafar's  questions  at  some 
length. 

"  In  truth,  he  taught  much  else — too  much  for  my  old 
brain  to  retain  from  a  single  hearing.  I  remember,  how 
ever,  that  he  also  proved  to  us  that  Ptolemy  hath  fixed 
the  declination  of  the  sun  too  far  to  the  north  and  hath 
wrongly  calculated  the  place  of  the  vernal  equinox.  Thou 
mayst  imagine  that  all  this  did  not  pass  without  strenuous 
opposition  from  those  conservative  minds  which,  having 
mastered  Ptolemy,  Eratosthenes  and  Euclid,  find  no  room 
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in  the  universe  for  any  further  progress.  I  hear  there 
hath  been  more  sharp  debate  in  the  lecture-rooms  since 
Harun  appointed  Geber  the  head  of  the  great  College 
than  hath  ever  before  been  known,  and  greater  crowds 
flock  daily  to  hear  him.  'Tis  almost  as  if  a  new  prophet 
had  arisen  with  a  new  religion.  It  is  sad  that  the  birth 
of  all  knowledge  must  ever  be  through  the  throes  of  an 
unyielding  tolerance." 

"  We  pay  for  all  the  joys  of  existence  in  the  coin  of 
pain,"  rejoined  Jaafar  thoughtfully,  "  even  the  joy  of 
knowledge  and  the  pleasure  of  abstract  beauty. — Thinkest 
thou,  father,"  he  added  with  a  smile,  "  that  the  rose  doth 
travail  when  her  buds  push  their  way  out  from  the  parent 
stem  into  the  spring  air  ?  " 

His  face  fell  again  into  heaviness  and  Yaheya  watched 
him  for  a  few  moments  in  perplexity.  Then  he  spoke  with 
a  gentle  abruptness. 

"  Do  state  cares  oppress  thee.  my  son  ?  " 

"  Nay,  less  than  ever  since  Harun  hath  appointed  the 
scribe  Obeidah  ibn  Ali  from  the  rest  to  assist  me.  A 
strange  young  man,  secret  in  his  manner  and  reticent  con 
cerning  all  his  past  life,  yet  a  most  intelligent  and  efficient 
servant  and  one  that  I  trust.  I  must  see  to  it  that  he  is 
shortly  advanced." 

"  Retainest  thou  still  Harun's  entire  confidence,  dost 
think  ?  " 

"  Strangely  well,"  replied  the  son  promptly.  "  Some 
times  I  wonder  at  the  enduring  stability  of  our  position, 
when  both  life  and  position  depend  upon  the  continued 
favour  of  a  single  man,  a  despot  in  power,  whose  whim  or 
impulse  of  a  moment  might  cause  our  undoing.  Yet  the 
heart  of  Harun  is  true,  under  all  its  affectations,  and 
full  often  of  noble  impulses,  which  stir  my  love  for  him 
mightily." 

"  How  well  I  recall  the  young  lad  Harun,"  mused 
Yaheya.  "Beautiful  and  noble  and  of  a  generous  soul. 
He  was  much  then  as  is  the  young  Prince  Mamun  now, 
though  I  doubt  if  Mamun  possess  his  father's  keen  in 
tellect  and  polished  wit." 

"  True  !  "  assented    Jaafar.     "  When    hath    the  world 
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ever  seen  so  many  talents  united  in  one  man — a  states 
man,  a  theologian,  a  philosopher,  a  wit,  a  singer,  an 
artist,  a  poet,  a  judge  of  unusual  learning  and  wisdom — 
and  a  kingly  king  !  And  enduring  fame  would  rest  upon 
him  were  he  any  one  of  these  alone.  May  Allah  preserve 
him  to  his  kingdom  for  many  a  future  year !  " 

"  Hast  thou  noticed  no  change  in  him  of  late,  Jaafar  ?  " 
asked  Yaheya  at  length  in  a  troubled  tone.  A  moment 
of  such  intimate  confidence  was  rare  between  the  two  men, 
and  Jaafar  looked  at  his  father,  startled  and  uncertain. 
He  hesitated,  too,  to  break  the  cautious  reticence  to  which 
he  had  schooled  himself.  He  loved  the  khalif  with  that 
generous  love  which  prefers  to  be  blind  to  its  idol's  faults, 
or  if  blindness  be  impossible,  then  to  pass  them  over  or 
bear  with  them  in  silence.  He  was  moved  now,  however, 
from  his  usual  loyal  concealment  and  he  answered  in  a 
low  voice, 

"  Of  late  ?  It  might  be — a  trifle  here  and  there." 
Then  laying  aside  his  reluctance,  he  looked  frankly  at  his 
father  and  sighed. 

"  I  will  speak  openly  with  thee,  father.  I  may  not  hide 
from  thee  that  of  late  I  have  noticed  an  increase  of  mood- 
iness,  an  irritability, — ay,  and  further  than  the  bodily 
traits,  a  decline  of  the  shining  sun  of  perfect  honour  from 
its  meridian,  an  employment  of  means  for  his  ends  which 
once  he  would  have  put  from  him  in  disdain,  a  stepping 
aside  from  the  highways  of  perfect  truth.  Not  all  at 
once,  but  little  by  little  hath  this  come  to  pass,  as  autumn 
creeps  after  summer,  stealing  the  beauties  from  her  face, 
chilling  the  warmth  in  her  heart,  until  at  last  she  lies  a 
corpse.  I  see  the  change,  but  I  have  sought  the  reason 
in  vain,  save  that  the  canker  was  perchance  hidden  in  the 
bud  and  hath  but  grown  large  with  the  unfolding  flower. 
In  no  other  way  can  I  account  for  his  action  in  the  case 
of  Yahet  the  Derlemite,  when  he  hath  ever  so  loved  to 
keep  spotless  and  shining  the  perfect  honour  of  his  word 
that  the  whole  world  might  point  to  it  in  admiration. 
And  also  I  fear,  father,  that  he  withholdeth  something 
from  me  in  this  matter  of  Ali  of  Khorasan.  'Twas  a  great 
gift — five  thousand  camels  laden  with  treasure — to  arrive 
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at  the  moment  of  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah's  report  upon  the 
condition  of  the  province." 

At  this  moment  a  curtain  was  drawn  aside  and  a  slave 
approached  and,  kneeling,  kissed  the  hem  of  his  master's 
hanging  sleeve. 

"  My  lady  bids  me  say  that  she  waits  to  welcome  thee 
and  the  Lord  Jaafar,  if  it  please  thee,  noble  Master." 

The  two  men  rose  as  if  relieved  at  the  interruption  and 
followed  the  slave  through  the  outer  apartments  into  the 
inner  quadrangle  of  courts  belonging  to  the  harem. 
Here  the  slave  drew  aside  the  hangings  and  Yaheya  and 
Jaafar  entered  the  apartments  of  Opheirah,  the  mother  of 
the  three  young  men.  Her  youngest  son,  Muhammed, 
was  conversing  earnestly  with  her  and  there  was  an  ex 
pression  of  great  annoyance  upon  her  face  as  she  rose  to 
greet  the  new-comers.  She  was  still  a  handsome  woman, 
in  spite  of  her  years,  and  the  shadow  of  the  kohl  on  her 
brows  and  lashes  and  the  delicate  rosy  dye  laid  artistically 
upon  her  lips  and  cheeks,  subtracted  materially  from  their 
real  sum. 

"  I  feared  I  had  offended  my  lord,"  she  said  with  gentle 
reproach  as  her  husband  and  son  kissed  her  hand  in 
greeting,  "  and  that  he  meant  not  to  let  the  light  of  his 
face  fall  upon  me  to-day." 

"  Not  so,  Treasured  One,"  replied  Yaheya  gently ; 
"  but  affairs  of  state  must  be  considered  with  care  at 
present  while  the  Grecian  dogs  harass  our  borders  and 
rebellion  threatens  in  our  midst." 

"  I  am  grateful  to  Allah  that  in  case  of  war  thou  at 
least  will  not  be  taken  from  me  !  "  she  exclaimed.  "  'Tis 
a  bitter  lot  which  hath  been  ordained  for  us  women,  that 
we  sit  in  darkness  of  soul  while  our  lords  and  our  sons  go 
forth  and  come  no  more  back  to  us — though  perchance 
'tis  as  well,  when  all  is  said,  that  they  die  gloriously  on 
the  field  of  battle,  leaving  a  name  that  men  shall  honour, 
as  that  they  should  live  safely  to  cast  away  their  golden 
opportunities  in  ignoble  obscurity." 

Their  glance  followed  hers  to  Muhammed,  who  met  it 
firmly,  if  with  sorrowful  deprecation. 

"  My    honoured    mother    approveth   not    of    a   desire 
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which  I  have  but  now  expressed  to  her,"  he  exclaimed 
quietly. 

"  Nay,  that  I  do  not  !  Wert  thou  of  middle  age  and 
with  thine  honours  full  upon  thee,  then  would  it  be  more 
fitting  to  follow  such  a  whim  if  it  pleased  thee  ;  but  thy 
young  ambition  should  surely  urge  thee  to  mate  first 
somewhat  higher  than  with  a  slave !  " 

"  But  I  would  first  purchase  the  maid  and  free  her,  my 
mother.  Others  have  done  the  same  and  been  not  the 
less  respected  therefor,"  he  urged. 

"  Why  reason  with  a  man  in  love !  "  she  exclaimed  im 
patiently.  "  And  thou,  my  lord — wilt  thou  permit  this 
folly?" 

"  I  know  of  no  folly  as  yet,  wife,"  replied  Yahcya 
drily.  "  Perchance  it  would  be  as  well  did  I  understand 
the  matter  more  fully,  ere  I  ventured  an  opinion." 
Muhammed  turned  to  him  eagerly. 

"  My  father,  I  love  with  my  whole  heart  a  most  beauti 
ful  and  gentle  maiden,  and  one,  moreover,  who  hath  wis 
dom  far  beyond  the  ordinary  wit  of  woman,  for  she  hath 
been  taught  by  a  great  master.  I  implore  thee,  father,  to 
intercede  for  me  with  my  mother  that  I  be  allowed  to 
wed  this  maid.  She  is  the  slave  of  Geber's  daughter." 

"  The  slave  of  Geber's  daughter !  "  Yaheya  looked  at 
his  son  Jaafar  and  then  reflected  a  moment  in  silence, 
while  Muhammed  waited  with  anxious  patience  and  his 
mother  tossed  her  head  in  scornful  disdain.  In  Arabia 
the  child  is  never  beyond  the  jurisdiction  of  the  parent  in 
the  lifetime  of  either,  and  it  is  the  mother's  prerogative  to 
select  the  wives  of  her  sons.  At  last  Yaheya  looked  up 
and  his  glance  fell  upon  his  youngest  son  in  kindly  fash 
ion.  Perhaps  the  nature  of  this  child  was  more  akin  to 
his  own  than  were  those  of  the  others,  though  certainly, 
none  could  complain  of  a  lack  in  his  affection. 

"  'Tis  a  question  of  too  much  gravity  to  be  settled  in  a 
moment,  my  son  ;  but  when  I  have  seen  the  maid  and 
Geber,  her  master,  then  will  I  talk  with  thee  further  on 
the  matter." 

"  Where  hast  thou  seen  the  girl  ?  "  asked  Opheirah, 
with  a  woman's  curiosity.  "  Ah,  I  remember  that  it  was 
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thou  who  brought  the  Astrologer  from  Tarsus  when  he 
saved  the  queen's  life  with  his  magic.  Hast  thou  not 
seen  her  since  then  ?  " 

"  Ay,"  replied  Muhammed  with  a  slight  blush,  "  when 
I  have  visited  Geber  to  learn  from  his  teachings  the  new 
science  which  he  hath  invented  and  calleth  Algebra ! 
Then  have  I  sometimes  seen  her  of  necessity,  for  Geber 
depcndeth  much  upon  her  aid  in  his  studies.  And  al 
ways  have  I  seen  her  with  an  increase  of  admiration  for 
her  wisdom  and  her  modesty.  Nor  do  I  think  she  look- 
eth  upon  me  entirely  with  indifference,"  he  added  with 
boyish  ingenuousness. 

At  this  Jaafar  laughed  outright  and  returned  his 
father's  perplexed  glance  with  one  of  reassurance. 

"  Boy,"  he  said  good-naturedly,  "  I  fain  would  visit 
this  wonder  of  learning,  the  Astrologer  Geber,  myself, 
and  hear  something  of  these  new  teachings  of  his.  Since 

o  o 

thou  art  a  familiar  at  his  house,  thou  shalt  accompany  me 
to-night  and  I  will  bring  back  with  me  a  report  concern 
ing  thy  mistress." 

"  Thou  art  bold,  son  Jaafar,  to  undertake  the  ordering 
of  another's  marriage  affairs,  when  thou  art  so  ill  able  to 
conduct  thine  own  !  "  said  his  mother,  with  unconcealed 
resentment  at  his  interference. 

Jaafar  flushed  and  looked  at  her  with  a  moment's  cold 
ness.  It  was  a  standing  grievance  between  them  that 
though  he  allowed  her  to  select  many  slaves  for  his  serv 
ice,  in  accordance  with  the  custom  of  the  times,  he  stead 
fastly  refused  her  persistent  urging  that  he  allow  her 
to  arrange  a  marriage  for  him.  To-day,  however,  he 
detected  a  new  tone  in  her  words. 

"  I  fear  I  do  not  understand  thee,  mother,"  he  returned 
quietly. 

'Tis  true  thou  dost  not  understand  me,  nor  I  thee; 
but  the  former  can  be  easily  rectified.  I  have  learned 
that  Harun  hath  become  so  enamoured  of  thy  society 
that  he  desireth  it  even  during  his  hours  of  rest  in  the 
harem  with  his  wives  and  sisters  ;  and  for  this  end  he  would 
even  give  thee  his  favourite  sister  Abassa  to  wife,  didst 
thou  press  it  upon  him.  'Twould  be  the  founding  and  the 
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confirming  of  the  honour  and  the  stability  of  thy  house  ; 
yet  thou  in  thine  unnatural  selfishness  of  heart  wilt  cast 
the  opportunity  from  thee  !  Oh,  why  am  I  so  sorely 
chastised  by  Allah  !  One  son  would  wed  a  slave  and  the 
other  may  wed  a  king's  sister  and  will  not !  "  The  tears 
of  vexation  stood  in  her  eyes  and  Jaafar,  after  a  moment's 
hesitation,  approached  her  and  took  her  hand.  He  sin 
cerely  loved  his  mother  and  knew  that  only  her  love  for 
him  made  her  seem  as  unreasonable  as  she  now  appeared. 

"  Forgive  me,  dear  mother,"  he  said,  "  that  I  fall  not 
in  with  thy  wishes  in  this  matter.  Believe  me,  thou  art 
mistaken,  and  what  thou  desirest  is  not  possible  of  accom 
plishment." 

"  That  at  least  I  have  reason  to  know  is  apart  from  the 
truth,"  she  replied  quickly.  "  And  knowing  that,  and 
having  the  honour  of  thy  father's  house  and  thine  at  heart, 
never  will  I  cease  to  importune  thee  till  thou  hast  yielded 
this  unreasonable  stubbornness  of  thine  to  wiser  counsels !  " 

Her  dark  eyes  flashed  fire  and  she  spoke  with  so  regal 
an  air  that  Yaheya  secretly  admired  while  he  chidcd  her. 

"  Nay,  wife,  thou  shalt  not  so  beard  thy  son  ! "  he 
said  with  some  sternness.  He  is  a  man  grown,  and  if  his 
mother's  prayers  avail  not  with  him,  be  sure  he  hath  a 
reason  for  his  actions  which  will  stand  firm  against  her 
railings.  He  shall  not  be  forced  to  an  action  against  his 
will." 

But  even  Yahcya's  eyes  turned  to  his  son  a  little  wist 
fully.  If  Opheirah  told  the  truth,  what  a  chance  lay  here 
to  cement  the  friendship  between  Harun  and  Jaafar 
and  confirm  the  khalif's  favour  to  the  house  of  Barmek  ! 
Jaafar  rose  and  strode  up  and  down  the  long  room. 
He  saw  his  father's  glances  and  his  mother's  tears  and 
his  brother's  wondering  eyes.  At  last  he  stopped  be 
fore  them. 

"  i  know  not  indeed  through  what  means  thou  hast 
become  acquainted  with  so  much  of  the  truth,"  he  began, 
addressing  his  mother ;  "  but  in  the  light  of  thy  words, 
perchance  my  best  course  is  to  tell  the  rest,  since  a  part 
of  the  truth  is  often  more  dangerous  than  the  whole. 
Tis  true  that  Harun  hath  wished  to  share  with  me  the 
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hours  he  spendeth  in  the  idleness  of  the  harem.  Nor  is 
it  strange,  for  these  hours  are  his  only  leisure  when  he 
may  converse,  or  listen  to  poetry  or  music  at  his  ease.  If 
my  presence  doth  add  to  his  pleasure,  then  it  is  my  duty 
to  conform  so  far  as  possible  to  his  wish.  Therefore  have 
I  listened  to  a  plan  which  he  hath  long  urged  upon  me, 
and  at  his  desire  I  have  been  privately  married  to  the 
Princess  Abassa."  He  held  up  his  hand  at  the  exclama 
tion  which  followed  his  announcement. 

"  Nay — be  not  so  overjoyed,  for  truly  it  meaneth  so 
little  that  I  have  forborne  to  speak  of  it  even  to  ye,  my 
parents,  whose  formal  consent,  as  ye  know,  would  have 
been  necessary  for  a  legal  marriage,  save  that  Harun 
arrogated  all  powers  to  himself.  Let  it  not  wake  hopes 
and  aspirations  which  can  never  be  satisfied.  Harun  hath 
indeed  married  me  to  his  sister,  but  he  also  hath  at  the  same 
moment  extracted  a  promise  from  us  both  that  by  Allah 
and  our  faith  in  the  Prophet,  we  will  never  see  each  other 
save  in  his  presence.  And  this  we  have  promised  him  on 
pain  of  death  to  both  should  we  dare  forget  our  vow  and 
disobey  his  command." 

There  was  silence  as  his  voice  ceased,  a  silence  full  of 
surprise,  disappointment,  consternation  and  many  con 
flicting  emotions.  The  woman's  wit  was  the  first  to  re 
cover  itself. 

"  Without  doubt  Harun  would  pardon  thee,  didst  thou 
evade  his  commands,  which  are  unnatural,"  she  suggested 
softly.  "  Thou  art  dearer  to  him  than  any  man  living  and 
she  is  his  favourite  sister." 

But  Jaafar  interrupted  her  sternly.  "  Let  not  thy  mind 
dwell  upon  such  a  mirage  of  hope.  My  promise  once 
given  shall  bind  me  as  with  fetters.  Harun  trusteth  me, 
and  I  were  little  worth  the  unfailing  kindness  he  hath 
showered  upon  me,  could  I  prove  false  to  him  in  this.  I 
have  told  thee  this  only  to  set  thy  mind  for  ever  at  rest 
concerning  it,  and  no  further  word  will  I  hear  upon  it." 

Opheirah  was  silent  for  a  moment. 

"  'Tis  more  than  strange  !  "  she  said  at  last.  "  Abassa 
thy  wife  —  and  thou  so  strangely  indifferent!"  She 
looked  at  him  curiously.  "  Can  it  be  that  thou  art  mar- 
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ried  to  so  beautiful  a  creature  and  art  not  filled  with  love 
for  her?  " 

"  Nay,  I  love  her  not  !  "  he  replied  shortly,  and  rose 
abruptly.  "  My  fath^'-,  I  would  have  a  word  with  thee 
before  I  go  to  the  palace,  if  it  be  thy  pleasure." 

When  Yaheya  and  Jaafar  were  again  alone  together, 
neither  spoke  again  of  the  strange  marriage,  though  the 
father's  face  wore  a  troubled  expression  and  Jaafar's  was 
clouded  with  thought  as  he  began  : 

"  I  fear  thou  didst  sadly  offend  the  Abou  Rabbeia,  O 
father,  when  thou  gavest  him  audience  this  morning." 

"  A  matter  of  small  moment !  "  returned  Yaheya  con 
temptuously.  "  He  is  a  surly,  insolent  rogue  at  best." 

"  What  asked  he  of  thee  ?  " 

"  What  no  honest  man  could  ever  grant."  Yaheya' s  eyes 
flashed  at  the  memory.  "  Harun  hath  refused  him  a  sum 
of  money  wherewith  to  rebuild  his  temple  and  shrine 
at  Rakkah,  from  which  he  doth  issue  his  oracles.  He 
desired  me  that  I  abstract  the  amount  from  the  public 
moneys  in  my  charge  and  in  return  he  promised  me  his 
influence  in  my  favour.  His  influence,  forsooth  !  The 
influence  of  the  false  oracle  Rabbeia  for  the  benefit  of 
Yaheya  the  Barmek  !  " 

Jaafar  shook  his  head. 

"  I  know  not.  He  hath  the  faith  of  the  common  peo 
ple  of  Rakkah,  who  believe  him  to  be  a  true  oracle  and 
almost  a  prophet.  The  influence  of  every  man  is  better 
with  than  against  one  in  these  times." 

"  Is  it  Jaafar  the  strong,  the  self-reliant,  who  spcaketh 
thus?"  cried  Yaheya  in  surprise.  "Surely  thou  art  the 
last  to  desire  that  I  should  yield  mine  honour  to  the  threat 
of  an  importunate  beggar  !  Beside,  he  reminded  me  of 
that  ancient  falsehood  concerning  the  abduction  of  Bar- 
mek's  wife  by  an  Arabian  chief,  which,  so  the  lie  run 
neth,  resulted  in  the  birth  of  Khaled,  my  father.  Had 
he  not  been  in  mine  own  house,  his  life  had  paid  for  his 
words.  He  advised  me  that  the  Arabians  would  soon 
refuse  to  be  governed  by  Persians  and  he  ended  by  proph 
esying  that  the  hour  of  the  fall  of  my  house  had 
already  struck.  If  he  is  indeed  a  true  oracle,  then  should 


GEBER  97 

we  tremble  at  his  words !  "  said  Yaheya  contemptuously. 
A  gleam  of  humour  lit  up  Jaafar's  face. 

"  If  the  tale  concerning  Khaled's  wife  be  true,"  he  said, 
"  then  are  we  not  Persians,  but  half  Arabians,  so  doth  his 
threat  stultify  itself ;  and  if  it  be  not  true,  then  is  no  insult 
in  it." 

"  There  is  insult  in  the  very  thought !  "  cried  Yaheya 
hotly.  "  Not  of  a  true  birth  ?  Sooner  would  I  be  dead 
and  all  my  house  forgotten  in  insignificance  than  that  it 
should  be  sullied  by  the  breath  of  a  suspicion  of  the 
purity  of  its  blood,  either  of  my  father's  or  of  my  children's 
children.  And  mark  thee,  Jaafar !  I  am  minded  to  give 
Muhammed  his  whim  concerning  this  slave.  His  next 
wife  may  be  of  gentle  blood,  and  it  is  not  well  to  cross  so 
young  a  man  too  severely.  But  see  thou  this  Geber  and 
ascertain  the  birth  of  the  girl.  Many  a  maid  of  noble 
blood  in  her  own  country  hath  been  brought,  by  occasion 
of  the  wars,  a  slave  to  this.  It  may  be  so  with  her.  If 
there  rest  no  stain  on  her  birth  I  will  consider  the  matter 
further." 


CHAPTER  VIII 

Down  through  what  untold  years  thy  soul  hath  coma, 

Over  what  hidden  paths  predestinate; 
How  turned  aside  in  perilled  ways  of  gloom 

By  fate  of  will  against  the  will  of  Fate ; 
Cradled  in  burning  clime  or  silent  cold, 

Tossed  o'er  what  wrecking  seas  of  sorrow  past, 
Wandering  afar,  yet  led  in  Fate's  firm  hold 

To  find  out  here  thy  rest  and  peace  at  last, 
I  do  not  know — I  do  not  seek  to  know — 

Over  what  devious  paths  thy  course  hath  run  : 
I  saw  the  stream  to  meet  the  brooklet  flow, 

I  know  thy  fate  and  mine  at  last  are  one  ! 

WHEN  Rafi  obeyed  the  voice  of  Geber  and  followed 
him  through  the  streets  toward  his  house,  he  rode  as 
one  dazed  by  the  sun  and  without  knowledge  of  what  he 
did.  Something  new  had  come  into  his  life  ;  so  new  and 
with  such  a  suddenness  that  his  wits  fled  before  it  from 
their  ancient  abode  and  stood  for  a  little  peeping  in  from 
the  door,  hesitating  whether  the  mystery  and  the  wonder 
were  not  too  great  to  house  together  with  their  humble 
ness.  Upon  his  breast  and  in  his  arms  thrilled  still  the 
pressure  of  that  sweet  form,  and  his  eyes  were  yet  dazzled 
from  the  light  of  that  one  startled,  trusting  glance  that 
shone  upon  him  unveiled  and  unafraid.  Surely,  said  his 
heart,  never  had  the  world  before  held  in  fleshly  form  so 
pure  and  radiant  a  gem  ;  never  again  would  such  a  spirit 
of  light  put  on  earthly  shape  to  bless  for  a  space  the 
darkness  of  the  lower  sphere  ! 

Oleija!  The  liquid  syllables  flowed  through  his  mind 
like  pearls  through  the  fingers  of  a  maid.  He  understood 
with  an  instant  knowledge  that  this  was  love,  the  love 
for  which  men  suffer  and  die,  and  which  holds  them  true 
to  its  memory  through  years  of  loneliness  and  longing. 
A  pang  of  regret  and  shame  came  into  his  mind  at  the 
memory  of  the  impostors  bearing  the  name  of  love  that 
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he  had  worshipped  in  the  shrine  which  he  would  now 
fain  have  always  kept  of  the  whitest  purity  for  the  habi 
tation  of  his  godlike  guest.  He  knew  that  lovers  had 
sung  and  prayed,  wept  and  died,  for  the  sake  of  what 
they  called  their  love,  but  in  his  heart  he  felt 
assured  that  since  love  first  came  to  man,  never  could  one 
have  known  such  love  as  this  now  flowing  over  and  about 
him  like  a  flame  of  light  which  warms  and  lights,  but 
does  not  burn,  and  in  whose  ray  the  whole  earth  shone 
another  place,  a  seventh  heaven  whose  name  is  Light. 

Oleija  !  It  was  as  if  their  souls  had  spoken  in  that 
glance  and  through  the  barriers  of  flesh  and  sense  had 
recognized  their  kinship  and  had  cried  aloud  each  to  each 
in  breathless  joy.  He  took  no  notice  of  the  streets 
through  which  they  passed,  and  was  aroused  at  last  by 
the  sudden  pause  of  his  mare,  Ghalia.  Geber  had  stopped 
before  them  and  was  earnestly  conversing  with  a  slave 
wearing  the  royal  livery.  He  now  turned  to  Rafi. 

"  I  am  bidden  to  present  myself  on  the  instant  before 
the  Queen  Zobeide,"  he  said,  with  a  shrug  of  the 
shoulders.  "  A  favourite  slave  is  ill  and  the  palace  physi 
cians  have  failed  to  effect  a  cure,  so  as  a  last  resort  they 
send  for  Geber.  If  I  refuse  to  go  my  head  is  in  danger. 
Strange  how  fond  are  these  tyrants  of  threatening  to 
separate  a  man  from  his  head  upon  the  slightest  provo 
cation  !  It  would  be  safer  to  rule  by  love,  did  they  but 
know  it." 

The  slave  looked  about  him  with  a  frightened  air  at 
these  bold  words,  then  up  into  the  astrologer's  face,  with 
a  hint  of  evil  in  his  gaze.  Geber  fixed  him  with  piercing 
eyes. 

"  Nay,  slave  !  "  he  said  ;  "  thou  wilt  not  dare  to  do  what 
is  in  thy  mind  at  this  moment,  or  I  will  smite  thee  and 
all  thy  family  with  a  fell  disease.  The  man  who  playeth 
the  traitor  to  me  would  better  make  a  compact  with  the 
Evil  One  himself,  at  once,  for  naught  else  can  save  him." 
The  slave's  face  grew  yellow  with  a  mortal  fear,  and  he 
sank  on  his  knees  in  the  street. 

"  Get  up,  fool !  "  said  Geber,  sharply.  "  And  remember 
that  he  who  serveth  me  well  shall  be  also  well  rewarded, 
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while  his  life  shall  be  as  the  life  of  two  men."  He  turned 
courteously  to  Rafi. 

"  I  pray  thine  indulgence  for  the  present,  Rafi  ibn 
Omeirah.  But  return  to  me  this  evening,  for  I  have  a 
communication  to  make  to  thee  in  which  thou  wilt  be 
interested,  if  I  read  not  thy  face  wrongly  a  few  moments 
since,  when  thine  arms  gave  up  their  burden." 

Without  waiting  for  a  reply,  Gcber  turned  and  rode 
toward  the  palace,  while  Rafi  rode  out  into  the  open 
country  and  turned  his  horse's  head  toward  the  east. 
All  day  he  rode  aimlessly,  drinking  from  the  gourd  of  a 
mendicant  dervish  and  sharing  the  meal  of  a  wandering 
Arab,  whose  tent  stood  alone  beside  a  little  luadi,  or 
water-course,  now  running  full  with  the  spring  rains. 
The  wife  sat  in  the  doorway,  rocking  a  milk-skin  on  her 
knees  to  churn  the  milk  into  butter.  She  watched  the 
handsome  stranger  with  a  dull  curiosity,  but  her  eyes 
brightened  as  she  noticed  the  care  with  which  he 
lifted  a  sprawling  brown  baby  away  from  the  neighbour 
hood  of  the  fire  and  gave  it  a  jewel  from  his  finger  to 
play  with.  The  baby  fastened  its  mouth  upon  the  ring 
and  its  gaze  upon  the  giver,  until  he  found  himself  won 
dering  keenly  what  thoughts  were  hid  behind  that  wise, 
wide  look  of  childhood.  Softer  thoughts  and  a  gentler 
interest  in  all  humanity  seemed  to  haunt  his  mind  to 
day.  For  the  sake  of  one,out  of  a  world  full  of  forms  of 
beauty  holding  no  interest  for  him,  he  had  lifted  the 
child,  all  filth  and  rags  as  it  was,  from  a  dangerous  place, 
with  the  tenderness  of  its  mother.  A  week  ag.o,  if  he 
had  noticed  it  at  all,  it  would  have  been  as  vermin  to  be 
driven  away  in  disgust. 

"  Why  dost  thou  not  cleanse  the  child  ?"  he  asked  the 
watching  mother,  who  had  now  emptied  from  the  skin 
the  yellow  balls  of  butter,  floating  on  the  creamy  butter 
milk,  and  was  preparing  of  the  latter  a  dish  for  the  noon 
meal. 

"  Cleanse  the  child  !  "  she  repeated,  in  astonishment. 
"Why,  knowest  thou  not?  Here,  on  the  edge  of  the 
desert,  dwell  the  most  wicked  of  the  jinnee,  and  were  the 
child  once  clean  and  in  a  whole  garment,  the  wicked 
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ones  would  enter  in  at  once,  and  we  have  no  money  to 
pay  for  the  prayers  needed  to  drive  them  out  again. 
Many  times  have  I  rubbed  earth  on  the  child's  face  and 
made  its  garments  yet  more  ragged,  that  it  might  escape 
the  notice  of  the  wandering  spirits  of  evil  which  I  have 
seen  approaching  in  the  dust  storms.  It  is  a  precaution 
all  must  take  who  would  keep  their  children  from  the 
power  of  evil,  high  and  low  alike,  and  thou  wilt  see  even 
the  children  of  tlie  royal  harem  with  straw  and  feathers 
in  their  hair,  when  upon  the  street,  to  protect  them  from 
the  jinnee  watching  in  the  air.  Thou  hast  the  blessed 
eye,  therefore  have  I  let  thee  look  upon  my  child  at  thy 
will,  but  I  allow  this  not  to  every  wandering  traveller  who 
resteth  with  us.  Sometimes  one  glance  of  the  evil  eye 
upon  a  child  cloth  suffice  to  give  it  a  sickness,  or  may 
shrivel  its  limbs  under  the  very  eyes  of  its  mother.  Be 
sides,  thou  art  in  love,  and  the  gaze  of  the  true  lover  is 
always  lucky." 

"How  knowest  thou  that  I  love?"  asked  Raft  in 
amazement.  "  Scarce  have  I  learned  it  myself  as  yet." 

'"They  who  dwell  in  the  solitudes  learn  many  things 
which  are  hidden  from  them  who  live  with  the  great 
multitudes  in  the  cities.  Moreover,  I  know  it  by  thy 
sighs  and  thy  softness,  by  the  sweetness  of  thy  smile  and 
the  gentleness  of  thy  hand.  Give  it  me,  thy  hand.  Yea, 
'tis  even  so.  Thou  dost  love  and  love  above  thee.  But 
take  comfort,  for  she  also  doth  love,  and  in  the  end  thou 
shalt  possess  thy  desire."  When  he  left'them,  Rafi  shut 
a  gold  piece  secretly  within  the  chubby  fist  of  the  child 
in  gratitude  for  her  words.  Later,  when  his  fate  had 
engulfed  him  and  passed  over  his  head,  he  first  cursed 
the  woman  for  a  lying  hypocrite  and  then  blessed  her  for 
a  true  prophet ;  but  to-day  he  felt  vaguely  comforted  and 
reassured  by  her  predictions. 

At  sunset  he  dismounted  in  the  shadow  of  the  hills  and 
knelt  alone  in  the  solitude  with  his  face  toward  Mekka 
for  his  evening  prayers.  Never  in  all  his  short,  soldier's 
life  had  he  prayed  as  he  prayed  then  while  the  evening 
shadows  settled  on  the  world.  For  the  first  time  his 
spirit  understood  the  need  of  something  higher  than  him- 
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self,  upon  which  to  lean,  someone  upon  whom  he  could 
call  for  the  protection  of  himself  and  of  what  he  now 
loved  better  than  he  did  himself.  His  life  had  to-day 
taken  on  a  new  value  for  him.  He  imagined  again  the 
warm  palpitating  pressure  of  the  yielding  form,  and 
dreamed  of  the  time  when  he  should  so  hold  it  against 
the  world.  There  was  no  hesitance  of  modesty  in  his 
secret  thought,  nor  any  consideration  of  the  impassable 
barriers  of  rank.  When  the  soul  of  man  awakes  and 
recognises  its  waiting  mate,  it  does  not  in  that  instant 
pause  to  take  account  of  the  boundary  walls  of  social 
etiquette  which  may  threaten  to  limit  its  flight.  While 
he  rode  that  day,  sullen  in  rebellion  at  his  fate,  the  world 
had  suddenly  changed  for  him  with  an  electric  flash. 
The  circuit  whose  chain  had  perhaps — who  knows? — been 
forming  through  countless  years,  had  been  suddenly  com 
pleted  by  the  touch  of  a  man's  hand  and  the  glance  of  a 
woman's  eye.  In  that  mystic  exchange  the  man's  soul 
passed  from  his  own  keeping  into  that  of  a  woman's,  a 
tender,  frail  creature,  scarce  more  than  a  child,  but  in 
whose  hands  his  heart  lay  bare  and  helpless,  quivering 
and  afraid,  yet  glad  with  an  unspeakable  gladness ;  for 
however  Fate  should  rob  him  in  the  future,  she  could  not 
take  from  him  again  the  gift  now  cradled  in  his  heart — 
the  knowledge  of  true  love.  When  he  remounted  and 
turned  toward  the  city,  the  air  held  a  sweeter  fragrance, 
the  evening  light  a  softer  radiance,and  his  heart  was  filled 
with  a  new  faith  and  a  new  love  of  all  things  good  and 
beautiful,  because  of  the  image  enshrined  within. 

As  he  rode  through  the  south-west  gate  into  the  city  he 
passed  at  a  swift  gallop  four  figures  lurking  along  in  the 
shadow  of  the  high  buildings.  The  leader,  who  was  some 
little  way  ahead  of  the  others,  reminded  him  vaguely  in 
his  passing  glance  of  some  person  or  scene  which  he  could 
not  recall.  The  evening  had  fallen  and  he  remembered 
Gebcr's  invitation — almost  a  command — of  the  morning 
with  a  feeling  of  doubt  and  hesitation.  Why  should  this 
stranger  have  any  kindly  interest  in  him  ?  It  was 
accounted  a  danger  to  place  oneself  in  the  power  of  evil, 
yet  if  this  man  of  seemingly  more  than  mortal  powers 
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was  possessed  of  knowledge  that  could  aid  him —  In  his 
perplexity  he  thought  of  his  friend  Ibrahim  an  Nadim 
and  decided  to  consult  him  before  venturing  into  the 
astrologer's  presence.  Almost  with  the  thought,  his 
desert-trained  eyes  recognised  the  figure  of  Ibrahim  him 
self  half  hidden  in  the  heavy  shadow  of  a  jutting  wall,  at 
the  very  spot  where  Rafi  had  met  him  on  that  first  day 
when  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud  was  liberated  from  the  matbak. 
He  was  even  engaged  in  the  same  occupation  of  gazing 
at  the  half-opened  window  across  the  street. 

With  a  soldier's  perception  Rafi  instantly  compre 
hended  a  threatened  danger.  Checking  Ghalia,  he  slipped 
from  the  saddle  and  laying  the  rein  on  her  neck,  whis 
pered  in  her  ear, 

"  Stand  thou  here,  sweet  bird,  and  move  not  one  of 
those  restless  feet  of  thine,  if  thou  love  me  ! "  Then 
with  the  silence  of  the  night  itself  he  crept  down  the 
street  and  laid  his  hand  on  Ibrahim's  arm. 

"  Nay,  'tis  but  I — Rafi,"  he  breathed,  restraining  the 
hand  that  would  have  drawn  the  sword  against  him. 
"  Come  thou  with  me  and  quickly,  since  I  see  the  way  is 
clear.  Thou  hast  no  time  to  spare  !  "  as  Ibrahim  paused 
to  look  up  at  the  shutters  of  the  opposite  window.  "  I 
passed  the  Jurisconsult  Sofyan  ibn  Oyaina  but  now, 
creeping  toward  this  spot,  his  hand  on  his  sword  and  with 
three  armed  slaves  following  him." 

"  'Tis  two  too  many.  Four  to  one  is  assassin's  work, 
not  a  gentleman's.  'Tis  well  I  have  devised  another 
method  to  attain  my  end,  since  it  hath  come  to  this." 
Ibrahim  allowed  Rafi  to  draw  him  rapidly  down  the 
street.  As  they  turned  the  corner  Rafi  sent  a  shrill 
whistle  back  through  the  darkness  and  at  the  signal  came 
a  clatter  of  hoofs  and  Ghalia  joined  them  with  a  little 
note  of  joy.  All  three  then  disappeared  through  a  nar 
row  alley,  just  as  the  four  figures  entered  the  street  at 
its  upper  end,  to  find  it  empty  and  innocent  of  offence. 

"  That  was  well  done,  Rafi,"  said  Ibrahim  when  they 
paused  for  breath. 

"Not  so,  if  thou  wilt  forgive  me,  Ibrahim,"  replied 
Rafi  "  It  were  ill  done  if  thou  in  thy  youth  and  vigour 
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should  despoil  a  gentleman  of  his  years,  and  tempt  from 
her  duty  so  young  and  ignorant  a  creature  as  the  girl  I 
saw  at  the  window  the  other  day.  She  cannot  have  been 
long  a  wife." 

"  A  wife  !  "  Ibrahim's  laugh  rang  out  clear  on  the  night 
air.  "  She  is  not  his  wife,  but  his  daughter,  and  he  hath 
refused  her  to  me  in  marriage  for  an  unreasoning  whim 
against  me.  But  I  will  steal  her  from  under  his  very  eye, 
or  perish  at  it  !  " 

"  Had  I  but  known  she  was  his  daughter,  I  would  have 
stayed  and  given  him  fight  with  Ihee."  Ibrahim  shook 
his  head.  '•  Two  to  one  is  too  many  for  a  fair  fight. 
And  I  am  more  a  man  of  peace  than  thou — I  prefer 
strategy  to  blood." 

"  For  the  first,  Ghalia  would  have  accounted  for  one  of 
the  rascals ;  for  the  rest,  that  is  thine  own  affair  and  it  is 
well  that  I  was  able  to  render  thee  this  service.  Now  I 
would  ask  one  in  return,  for  I  was  about  to  seek  thee, 
friend,  when  I  happened  upon  thee  so  opportunely." 

Ibrahim  listened  closely  to  Rafi's  tale. 

"Thou  and  Fate  together  seem  to  have  jumbled  thine 
affairs  to  a  worse  state  than  before,  since  I  last  saw  thee," 
he  said  when  it  was  ended.  "Thou  who  art  already 
marked  for  the  khalif's  displeasure,  must  fall  violently  in 
love  with  none  other  in  all  the  wide  city  but  the  khalif's 
sister,  who  will  certainly  be  given  in  marriage  to  some 
foreign  prince  to  cement  his  allegiance  to  the  kingdom." 

"  Not  while  I  live  !  "  cried  Rafi  fiercely,  with  sword 
half  drawn.  Ibrahim  looked  at  him  in  pity.  "  Thou  art 
one  and  the  khalif  is  many,"  he  said  curtly.  They  were 
walking  toward  Geber's  house  and  away  from  Ibrahim's 
and  the  more  frequented  parts  of  the  city. 

"  Tell  me,"  he  said,  "  did  Geber  bid  thee  come  alone 
to  him  to-night  ?  " 

"  He  gave  me  the  command  only  as  I  have  given  it 
thee." 

"  Then  will  I  go  with  thee  and  what  escapes  thine  eye, 
if  any  danger  threaten  thee  there,  mine  will  take  in." 

They  were  obliged  to  wait  for  some  time  upon  their 
admission  into  Geber's  house.  When  their  impatience 
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had  begun  to  express  itself  in  muttered  exclamations,  a 
slave  appeared  and  led  them  up  many  stairs  and  through 
corridors  until  they  finally  found  themselves  upon  the 
flat  roof.  This  they  knew  from  the  stars  that  gleamed 
in  cold  splendour  overhead,  but  the  air  about  them  was 
the  air  of  summer  and  beneath  their  feet  lay  softest 
carpets,  while  divans  covered  with  rare  skins  lined  the 
walls  of  the  parapet  which  were  hung  with  a  woven  cloth. 
The  slave  led  to  a  roof  room.  Inlaid  tables  bore  fruit 
and  sweets,  and  jewelled  narjils  stood  about.  From  a 
standard  in  the  centre  swung  a  globe  of  milky  glass  held 
in  a  lace-work  of  frosted  gold.  From  this  streamed  a 
silvery  radiance  like  the  light  of  an  adolescent  moon  and 
was  caught  here  and  there  about  the  room  in  points  of 
brilliance  by  the  inlaid  jewels  or  polished  metals  and 
thrown  back  upon  the  eye  in  arrows  of  dazzling  light. 
Heavy  silken  and  velvet  curtains,  embroidered  in  threads 
of  gold  and  silver,  formed  the  walls  of  the  room,  and 
while  Rafi  and  Ibrahim  were  gazing  with  interest  upon 
the  magnificence  which  surrounded  them,  one  of  these 
curtains  was  drawn  noiselessly  aside  and  Geber  stood 
watching  them  for  a  few  moments  unnoticed. 

"  Seest  thou  yonder  statue  of  the  Greek  Aphrodite?" 
asked  Ibrahim  in  a  low  voice.  "  Harun  himself  hath  not 
its  match,  and  could  he  see  it  I  think  he  would  soon  make 
shift  to  possess  it.  Many  of  the  palace  treasures  could 
tell  strange  tales  had  they  tongues." 

"  This,  however,  Harun  will  never  possess,"  said  a  deep 
voice  behind  them,  and  Rafi  and  Ibrahim  turned,  startled. 
Gebcr  smiled  at  their  disconcerted  air 

"  That  work  of  art  was  brought  to  my  father  by  one  to 
whom  he  owed  much,"  he  continued.  "  His  life  was  de 
clared  forfeit  for  some  trivial  offence  whose  nature  I  have 
forgotten.  He  was  thrown  into  a  loathsome  dungeon  to 
await  torture  and  the  knife.  From  this  he  was  secretly 
rescued  by  the  captain  of  the  guard  whose  child  he  had 
cured  of  a  fever.  The  friendship  between  this  man  and 
my  father  continued  until  the  day  of  his  death  ;  and  upon 
that  day — the  captain  had  become  a  general  under  Khaled 
the  Barmek — my  father  promised  his  aid  to  all  his  de- 
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scendants,  both  for  himself  and  for  his  son  and  his  son's 
son,  while  one  on  either  side  remained,  and  while  children 
in  Arabia  should  continue  to  respect  the  oaths  of  their 
parents,  which,  blessed  be  the  Prophet  who  hath  so 
ordained  it,  shall  be  always." 

His  two  hearers  listened  politely  to  this  explanation, 
looking  with  curiosity  meanwhile  on  the  expressive  face 
of  this  man  who  in  so  short  a  time  had  filled  the  city  with 
rumours  of  his  learning,  his  wealth  and  his  mysterious 
power.  He  paused  and  then  added  slowly, 

"  The  name  of  the  dead  man  to  whom  my  father  made 
his  vow  was  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah."  Rafi  was  silent  a  mo 
ment  in  surprise  and  then  sprang  forward. 

"  Thou  knewest  my  father  !  "     Geber  shook  his  head. 

"  I  was  sent  to  Alexandria  to  study  law  and  medicine 
before  thy  father  became  the  friend  of  mine,  and  when  my 
studies  there  were  ended  I  returned  to  him  only  in  time 
to  bid  him  farewell  and  to  receive  his  last  commands — 
this  one  among  them.  Therefore  have  I  sought  thee  out 
to  place  myself  at  thy  disposal." 

"  I  thank  thee  from  my  heart !  "  cried  Rafi  with  grate 
ful  frankness.  "  Indeed,  none  hath  more  need  of  a  friend 
than  have  I  to-day,  and  if  thou  canst  help  me  to  attain 
my  heart's  desire,  I  pray  thee  to  do  so!  "  But  here  the 
cautious  Ibrahim  interposed. 

"  How  do  we  know  that  thou  art  indeed  a  friend  and 
not  one  who  will  draw  the  young  man's  secret  from  him 
and  work  him  harm  therewith?" 

Geber  frowned  suddenly  and  shrugged  his  shoulders 
contemptuously.  "  Because  had  I  been  so  minded  I  might 
already  have  worked  him  all  the  evil  possible  with  a 
knowledge  of  his  secret,  for  it  is  not  hidden  from  me. 
Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  ibn  Omeirah  ibn  Abdallah  hath  incurred 
the  displeasure  of  the  khalif  by  so  open  a  show  of  honesty 
that  the  khalif  hath  no  choice  but  to  be  honest  himself, 
or  to  remove  this  witness  from  his  path.  And  the  young 
man  hath  to-day  added  to  the  weight  of  his  offences  by 
saving  from  death  and  falling  in  love  with  Harun's 
younger  sister  who  is  even  now  designed  for  another  fate. 
Already  is  Harun  acquainted  with  his  obligation  and  he 
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is  sorely  chafed  thereby,  I  promise  thee.  Thou  thyself," 
he  added,  turning  to  Ibrahim  with  some  sharpness, 
"  standest  in  need  of  the  friend  whom  thou  dost  mis 
trust."  Ibrahim  took  fire  at  his  tone. 

"  My  friends  I  make  as  it  doth  please  me  and  Ibrahim 
an  Nadim  needs  no  help  from  strangers,"  he  said 
haughtily. 

"  Nevertheless  will  I  prove  to  thee  that  without  help 
such  as  I  alone  can  give  thee,  the  morning  will  find  thee 
in  a  sad  case  and  helpless  to  extricate  thyself.  Hast 
thou  not  lately  bought  the  house  which  opens  upon  the 
garden  belonging  to  the  Chief  Jurisconsult,  Sofyan  ibn 
Oyaina?  " 

"  'Tis  true,"  admitted  Ibrahim  reluctantly,  his  anger 
fading  into  a  vague  alarm. 

"  To-night  when  thou  returnest  to  thy  house,  thou  wilt 
be  arrested  and  cast  into  prison,  for  the  Jurisconsult  hath 
witnesses  to  prove  that  thou  hast  trespassed  upon  his 
property  and  hast  spent  three  nights  in  his  garden  in  the 
attempt  to  abduct  his  daughter  Fareshah  from  beneath 
his  roof.  He  hath  influence  with  Harun,  who  hath 
promised  to  make  a  severe  example  of  thee  as  a  warning 
to  other  young  nobles  in  the  town  whose  minds  are 
equally  unregulated,  and  who  have  given  quiet,  middle- 
aged  citizens  much  trouble  lately  among  their  wives  and 
daughters." 

Ibrahim  listened  with  a  paling  face.  If  what  he  heard 
were  true — and  he  knew  that  it  well  might  be — none 
could  predict  his  fate,  for  severe  punishment  was  usually 
meted  out  to  the  offender  who  threatened  the  peace  of 
the  harem  of  the  believer.  Geber  watched  him  with  an 
amused  smile. 

"  Believest  thou  still  that  Ibrahim  an  Nadim  hath  no 
need  of  the  poor  Astrologer  Geber  ?  "  he  asked  ironically. 

"  If  thou  canst  tell  me  how  to  escape  this  fate,"  re 
plied  Ibrahim  hoarsely,  "thou  wilt  have  made  of  me  a 
friend  for  life  and  may  demand  of  me  what  thou 
wilt." 

"  I  might  reply  that  he  who  can  read  the  hidden 
thoughts  of  men  hath  no  need  of  their  friendship,  but 
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rather  will  I  tell  thee  that  no  man,  however  great,  can 
afford  to  despise  the  power  of  the  least." 

As  he  spoke  he  passed  behind  a  curtain,  reappearing 
again  in  a  moment  with  a  heavy  volume  in  his  hands 
which  he  laid  upon  one  of  the  tables  and  opened.  It 
was  in  manuscript,  but  bound  in  leaves  instead  of  rolled 
upon  a  rod.  At  last  he  ceased  to  turn  the  pages  and 
addressed  Ibrahim,  his  finger  upon  the  writing. 

"  Amr  ibn  Nuwas,  the  man  who  sold  thee  thy  house, 
once  owned  that  of  the  Jurisconsult  as  well.  Now  read 
thou  this."  Ibrahim  read  the  passage  to  which  Geber's 
finger  pointed  and  as  he  read  a  light  broke  upon  his 
understanding. 

"  Thou  dost  mean — ?  "  he  asked  breathlessly. 

"  Harun  hath  undertaken  personally  to  award  thy  judg 
ment.  To-morrow  when  thou  shalt  be  brought  before 
him,  demand  that  Amr  ibn  Nuwas  shall  be  produced  to 
gether  with  the  deed  of  the  property  which  he  sold  to 
Sofyan.  Harun,  as  thou  knowest,  lovest  above  all  things 
a  nice  point  of  law,  and  I  think  thou  hast  the  wit  neces 
sary  to  use  the  hint  I  have  given  thee." 

He  cut  short  his  protestations  of  gratitude  and  turned 
again  to  Rafi  who  was  filled  with  anxiety  for  his  friend's 
danger. 

"  Nay,  he  is  perfectly  safe  if  he  follow  my  instructions," 
he  said  smiling,  "  and  that  he  is  likely  to  do  with  care, 
for  he  hath  no  love  for  either  discomfort  or  blood,  as 
hast  thou.  Thine  own  matters  are  not  so  easily  arranged. 
Harun  is  no  mean  enemy  in  strategy  ;  and  he  is  certainly 
minded  to  put  thee  away." 

Raft's  bronzed  cheek  lost  a  little  of  its  colour  at  these 
words,  for  it  was  no  secret  that  when  Harun  was  minded 
that  a  man  should  disappear,  he  usually  did  so  with  a 
remarkable  celerity,  and  if  sent  upon  a  foreign  mission 
of  importance,  as  it  might  be  given  out  to  anxious  friends 
or  relatives,  some  fatal  accident  invariably  interfered 
with  his  return. 

"  This  he  must  accomplish  with  care,  however,  for 
thou  art  beloved  by  the  people  of  Balkh  and  Khorasan 
who  have  given  him  such  trouble  in  the  past  and  are  even 
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now  in  a  state  of  unrest  which  an  untoward  act  would 
bring  to  fierce  rebellion.  This  cannot  be  risked  while 
the  greater  part  of  the  army  is  upon  the  frontier  occu 
pied  with  Nicephorus  the  Greek.  Therefore  at  present 
have  a  care  of  hidden  pitfalls.  In  thy  rash  temper  lieth 
thy  greatest  danger.  But  I  shall  watch  over  thee  and 
will  warn  thee  of  all  danger." 

"  But  the  maiden — how  shall  I  win  her  if  Harun  be 
against  me  ?  " 

"  Thy  wish  is  impossible.  Give  up  all  thoughts  of  her 
if  thou  wouldst  be  safe.  There  are  many  other  maidens 
in  the  world  who  can  console  thee  for  the  loss  of  what 
thou  hast  never  had." 

"  I  will  never  give  her  up  !  "  cried  Rafi  with  blazing 
eyes.  "Thy  blood  is  no  more  moved  by  the  quickening 
pulse  of  love  ;  thou  hast  doubtless  forgotten  how  unsat 
isfied  love  seareth  the  soul  as  floods  of  lava  vomited  from 
the  mountain-top  destroy  the  gracious  vegetation  of  the 
valley  beneath  ;  but  I  tell  thee  that  she  is  mine,  and 
sooner  may  the  flowers  grow  again  upon  the  waves  of 
hardened  lava,  than  will  I  give  up  the  maid  whose  soul 
and  mine  became  one  as  we  looked  into  each  other's  eyes 
to-day.  I  will  have  her,  or  I  will  die  in  striving  for  her, 
and  then  thou  wilt  find  her  image  graven  on  my  heart 
in  death !  " 

"  Thou  sayest  truly  that  passion  hath  no  power  to 
drive  the  blood  of  age  to  imprudent  deeds,"  replied 
Gebcr,  his  voice  falling  coldly  upon  the  air  still  vibrating 
with  the  young  man's  passionate  outburst  ;  "  for  age 
hath  acquired  subtlety  as  well  as  reason.  But  when 
reason  is  ridden  thus  to  battle  it  beareth  the  bitterest 
and  most  dangerous  foe  of  all,  for  its  rider  is — Memory  !  " 

There  was  something  so  sinister  in  the  tone  of  these 
last  words  that  his  hearers  were  startled.  It  was  as  if  a 
rugged  hill  had  yawned  at  their  feet  and  given  them  a 
glimpse  of  a  hell  of  fire  below.  But  with  the  glimpse 
the  ground  closed  again  and  Geber  was  saying  quietly, 

"If  thou  wouldst  be  safe,  thou  must  relinquish  the 
girl.  By  the  other  path  I  see  naught  but  danger  and 
trouble  for  both,  nor  can  I  as  yet  see  any  way  of  safety 
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beyond.  Thou  wilt  not  give  up  the  maid  ?"  He  passed 
his  hand  over  his  eyes  and  sighed  as  Rafi  shook  his  head 
stubbornly. 

"I  can  promise  thee  naught,"  he  said  at  length.  "I 
have  given  mine  oath  to  aid  thee  as  I  can,  and  when  the 
time  cometh  it  may  be  my  sight  will  be  clearer.  When 
thou  hast  need  of  me,  thou  canst  always  find  me  here." 
He  waved  his  hand  and  the  curtain  fell  together  behind 
him,  while  the  voice  of  the  slave  sounded  near  them, 
"  If  the  lords  will  follow  me,  I  will  conduct  their  Excel 
lencies  to  the  street." 

At  the  very  door  they  encountered  another  couple 
who  sought  admission.  Their  faces  were  muffled  in  their 
cloaks  as  if  to  avoid  recognition.  Ibrahim  looked  back 
after  them  thoughtfully. 

"  Unless  I  mistake,  that  was  Jaafar  the  Barmek  who 
entered  the  house  of  Geber,"  he  said.  Rafi  made  no 
reply,  his  troubled  thoughts  being  busy  with  Geber's 
words.  Suddenly  by  a  turn  in  the  street  they  came 
upon  a  figure  crouching  low  in  the  shadow  of  the  house- 
wall. 

"  Pity  a  poor,  starving  creature,  oh,  thou  of  the  house 
of  the  Prophet  !  "  he  whined  as  they  stumbled  over  him. 
Rafi  tossed  him  a  Jiubba  of  copper  and  kept  on  his  way, 
but  Ibrahim  continued  to  watch  the  crouching  man  and 
saw  him  suddenly  rise  and  dart  from  sight  in  the  darkness. 

"  Thou  hast  a  foolish  confidence,  Rafi,"  he  said  in  an 
anxious  voice.  "  I  doubt  not  that  was  a  spy  set  to  watch 
thee,  if  nothing  worse,  for  I  saw  the  diamond-shaped 
patches  of  black  and  white  upon  his  pointed  cap." 

"  Doth  that  make  him  a  spy  ?  " 

"  Nay,  but  it  proclaimed!  him  a  Kalendar  and  '  ,,m 
that  class  of  wandering  dervishes  come  all  the  assassins, 
cut-throats  and  spies  which  Harun  findeth  it  convenient 
to  use  for  his  purposes.  They  will  kill  a  man  for  a 
dUircm,  and  after  the  deed  is  accomplished,  who  will  re 
mark  upon  the  absence  of  a  dervish  or  two?  If  thou 
wouldst  be  wed  to  thine  Oleija  in  the  body,  I  would  ad 
vise  thee  not  to  stray  out  after  dark  or  in  solitary  places 
unattended." 


CHAPTER  IX. 

O  sahst  du,  voller  Mondenschein, 

Zum  letzten  Mai  auf-meine  Fein, 
Den  ich  so  manche  Mitternacht 

An  diesem  Pult  herangewacht !  — FAUST. 

"  ABDA,  never  saw  I  anything  so  dull  as  is  this  house  !  " 
cried  a  fretful  voice.  "  I  would  that  my  father  had  the 
whole  four  wives  which  the  Prophet  alloweth  him  and 
twenty  slaves  as  well.  Then  would  life  here  have  some 
thing  of  excitement." 

"  Excitement,  I  promise  thee ! "  replied  the  voice  of 
the  old  nurse.  "  But  I  doubt  whether  the  excitement 
would  please  thee  better  than  the  dulness,  when  thou 
wert  obliged  to  yield  thy  will  and  thy  pleasure  to 
four  others,  if  not  also  to  the  twenty  slaves,  as  some  poor 
daughters  are  forced  to  do." 

"  Ah,  but  that  is  where  I  should  find  the  excitement  ; 
I  should  not  yield  my  will  to  anyone." 

Abda  shook  her  head  reprovingly  and  relapsed  into 
silence.  The  night  was  warm  and  her  old  eyes  were 
drowsy.  She  had  moreover  discovered  long  ago  that  it 
was  useless  to  bandy  words  with  her  captious  young 
mistress,  for  whom  she  prayed  under  her  breath  that  a 
husband  might  soon  be  found  who  would  fill  her  idle  life 
with  legitimate  interests.  Yacuta  watched  the  lids  droop 
over  the  weary  eyes,  and  her  own  wandered  out  into  the 
moonlit  garden,  where  the  water  fell  in  the  basins  with  a 
cool  plash  and  the  lace  of  the  pepper  trees  drifted  in 
shadows  across  the  white  paths.  Then  her  eyes  fell 
again  upon  the  old  woman  with  a  new  thought  in  them. 
She  crept  softly  from  her  couch,  and,  going  to  a  cupboard 
in  the  wall,  she  brought  back  a  little  glass  phial  from 
which  she  poured  a  few  drops  into  one  of  the  two  glasses 

in 
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by  her  side.  Then  she  clapped  her  hands  together  loudly, 
at  which  sound  Abda  started  awake  and  a  slave-girl 
appeared. 

"  Bring  me  a  basin  of  some  cooling  drink,"  she  com 
manded.  When  it  came  she  filled  the  two  glasses  and 
gave  one  to  Abda. 

"  'Tis  a  warm  night  for  the  season,  Abda,"  she  said 
kindly ;  "  and  thou  art  hot  and  weary.  Drink  this  and 
it  will  refresh  thee." 

"  'Tis  kind  of  thee,  nursling,  to  think  of  the  old  woman," 
said  Abda,  moved  by  the  attention. 

"  Nay,  now  that  thou  growest  old  it  is  right  that  I 
should  repay  thee  in  part  for  the  mother's  care  thou  hast 
lavished  on  me." 

"  At  least  I  have  given  thee  a  mother's  love."  The  old 
woman  drank  from  her  goblet  and  grew  drowsier  than  be 
fore.  Yacuta  sat  at  the  window  watching  the  night,  but 
glancing  often  at  the  nodding  head  which  drooped  lower 
and  lower,  and  at  last  hung  motionless.  Then  she  slipped 
from  her  seat  and  walked  boldly  toward  the  nurse's 
figure  which  did  not  stir  at  her  approach.  Outside  the 
door  stood  two  Egyptian  slave-girls. 

"  Ye  may  retire  now,"  Yacuta  told  them  haughtily. 
They  looked  at  each  other  but  prepared  to  obey.  Abda 
always  gave  them  their  orders,  but  an  extra  hour's  sleep 
was  not  to  be  despised  and  Abda  was  still  within  to  see 
that  no  harm  came  to  the  mistress  they  were  all  set  to 
guard.  So  they  muttered  their  evening  blessings  and 
withdrew.  At  this  moment  the  eunuch,  whose  business 
it  was  to  escort  her  on  her  daily  rides  and  to  guard  the 
entrance  to  her  apartments  during  the  day,  appeared  in 
the  corridor  and  paused  at  seeing  her  unattended  in  the 
open  hall. 

"  Where  is  Abda  ?  "  he  asked  sharply. 

"  She  is  within,"  replied  Yacuta  with  concealed  im 
patience,  opening  the  door  that  he  might  catch  a  glimpse 
of  Abda's  figure.  "  I  am  about  to  retire  and  I  would  have 
speech  with  my  father  for  a  moment,  Al  Jubbai.  Canst 
thou  tell  me  where  he  is?  " 

"  He  hath  but  now  dismissed  two  visitors  and  still  two 
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more  await  his  pleasure  in  the  court  of  the  audience  hall, 
so  thou  wilt  not  see  him  to-night." 

"  Who  are  his  visitors,  good  Jubbai?"  she  asked 
coaxingly. 

"  One  is  the  young  man  Muhammed  ibn  Barmek  who 
escorted  us  hither  from  Tarsus  ;  the  other  I  know  not. 
But  I  must  not  prattle  here  with  thee,  for  my  master 
hath  sent  me  on  an  errand." 

"Ah  well,  to-morrow  must  suffice  for  the  favour  I 
would  beg  of  my  father,"  said  Yacuta,  stepping  back  in 
to  her  apartments  while  Al  Jubbai  went  on  his  way  down 
the  corridor.  It  was  but  the  work  of  a  moment  as  he 
disappeared,  for  Yacuta,  after  a  glance  at  the  sleeping 
woman  to  be  sure  that  she  was  safely  unconscious,  to  toss 
aside  the  curtain  again  and  speed  down  the  passage  and 
the  stairs  at  the  end,  across  the  moonlit  court  and 
through  the  empty  rooms  of  the  outer  suite.  Here  she 
paused  for  a  moment,  her  hand  on  her  beating  heart,  to 
regain  her  breath.  She  well  knew  that  her  father  would 
punish  her  temerity  severely,  should  she  be  discovered, 
for  not  even  her  wit  could  deceive  him  as  to  her  culpa 
bility  if  he  should  learn  that  she  had  been  in  the  outer 
hall  unveiled  and  unattended.  At  the  most,  she  could  but 
plead  a  childish  petulance  at  the  closer  restrictions  of 
the  town  and  an  ignorance  of  visitors  at  this  hour.  She 
:ould  hear  their  voices  in  the  court.  Yes,  it  was  certainly 
ihe  voice  of  Muhammed.  With  a  swift  movement  she 
raised  the  curtain  and  passed  through  full  into  their  sight 
before  she  seemed  to  discover  their  presence.  Then  she 
stopped,  motionless  with  surprise. 

Muhammed  was  there  indeed,  and  for  an  instant  he 
started  forward  as  if  he  had  been  eagerly  expecting  her ; 
then  paused  in  manifest  disappointment.  But  after  the 
first  glance,  she  had  not  looked  at  him.  Her  eyes  were 
riveted  upon  the  grave  dark  face  of  the  stranger  with 
him,  this  man  who  held  himself  like  a  king  and  looked  so 
sweetly,  yet  so  searchingly,  into  her  soul.  Never  had 
such  a  glance  fallen  upon  her  before.  In  her  memory 
all  the  evil  things  she  had  ever  thought  or  said  or  done 
rose  up  in  fierce  judgment  against  her;  and  while  her 
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soul  bowed  before  his,  it  worshipped  also  with  a  sudden 
joyous  surrender,  a  recognition  of  mastery  dear  to  the 
true  woman. 

The  light  from  many  blazing  torches  fell  upon  her  full 
with  a  ruddy  glory.  She  wore  no  mantle,  and  her  white 
tunic  and  embroidered  vest  of  scarlet  satin  clung  closely 
to  her  round  form  in  ravishing  curves  of  outline.  Her 
hair  was  caught  back  from  her  face  with  a  jewelled  comb 
whose  height  added  a  dignity  and  grace  to  her  perfect 
face.  Upon  her  forehead  blazed  a  ruby,  scarce  redder 
than  her  scarlet  lips,  which  were  parted  in  innocent  sur 
prise,  and  her  large  eyes  were  black  with  excitement. 
Truly,  a  picture  for  any  man  to  look  twice  upon  with 
admiration  ;  but  in  the  eyes  of  this  man  whom  she 
recognised  as  the  man  who  had  assisted  the  khalif  in  the 
resurrection  of  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud  upon  their  first  entry 
into  Baghdad,  was  something  which  she  felt  was  not 
entirely  admiration  and  before  which  her  own  eyes  fell. 

"  My  father — I  sought  him  here,"  she  faltered,  while 
the  colour  swept  up  into  her  cheeks.  "  He  will  be  angry  !  " 
with  a  childish  quiver  of  the  lips.  "  I  pray  thee,  say 
naught  to  him  that  thou  hast  seen  me  !  "  Her  eyes  were 
again  raised  to  Jaafar's,  full  of  sweet  appeal. 

Behind  this  lay  an  alluring  archness  that  tempted  to 
much  of  daring.  By  such  a  glance  have  many  men  been 
led  to  their  own  undoing. 

But  Jaafar's  eyes  had  already  turned  away,  loath  to 
take  advantage  of  the  accident  which  had  laid  bare  her 
face  to  him.  He  bowed  low  at  her  words. 

"  Have  no  fear;  we  will  be  silent  concerning  this — ac 
cident."  The  hesitation  was  involuntary,  but  it  gave 
an  accent  of  unbelief  to  his  words  which  stung  her.  She 
turned  haughtily  away  and  the  curtain  closed  behind  her. 
None  too  soon,  had  she  known  it,  for  almost  on  the  instant 
a  slave  appeared  from  the  other  direction  to  lead  them  to 
Geber.  He  conducted  these  visitors  also  to  the  house 
top ;  not  to  the  inner  curtained  room,  but  to  an  open 
space  at  one  end  of  the  roof,  part  of  which  was  sheltered 
and  roofed  in  the  same  fashion  as  was  the  building  in 
Geber's  garden  at  Tarsus. 
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Geber  himself  was  pacing  slowly  up  and  down  before 
the  open  side  of  the  roofed  corner  and  giving  directions 
to  Gulnare  the  slave,  who  was  exposing  some  mixture  to 
the  intense  heat  of  a  forced  fire,  which  threw  its  glare  on 
her  watchful  face  and  gave  a  rosy  flush  to  her  cheeks  and 
an  added  brightness  to  her  eyes  as  she  bent  over  the 
leaping  flames. 

"  One  part  of  spirit  of  wine  and  two  of  pure  mercury," 
Geber  was  murmuring  to  himself,  keeping  a  keen  eye 
upon  the  movements  of  the  slave  as  he  passed  and  re- 
passed  the  door. 

"  Art  sure,  girl,  that  the  vinegar  and  salt  in  which 
they  were  washed  no  longer  turned  black  when  poured 
upon  the  mercury,  before  thou  didst  sublime  it  for  the 
first  time  ?  The  success  of  all  depends  upon  that." 

"  It  was  pure  and  un coloured,  Master,  I  do  assure  thee  !  " 
replied  Gulnare  earnestly. 

"  And  then  thou  didst  take  of  this  mercury  four  parts 
and  of  corrosive  sublimate  eight  parts,  and  didst  pound 
them  in  the  wooden  mortar  till  all  the  grains  of  mercury 
were  absorbed  in  the  compound  ?  " 

"  I  did  so,  Master,  as  thou  didst  instruct  me  at  the 
time." 

"  Ay,  but  I  wish  to  examine  thee  now  at  the  end,  for 
purposes  of  mine  own.  'Tis  for  me  to  question  when  I 
will  and  for  thee  to  answer  whether  thou  wilt  or  no. 
Then  after  the  sand-bath,  thou  didst  sublime  with  heat, 
—this  is  now  the  fifth  time  ?  Answer  with  care,  girl,  for 
never  have  the  stars  been  so  propitious  for  this  experi 
ment  in  which  thou  dost  assist  me,  as  to-night.  A  little 
later,  so  my  book  of  the  heavens  forewarneth  me,  cometh 
another  night  of  even  greater  promise.  For  that  will  I 
wait  to  complete  the  great  effort  of  which  this  is  but  the 
first  stage.  If  it  succeed,  scarcely  mayst  thou  ask  for 
anything  which  I  will  not  give  thee  !  "  The  astrologer's 
face  glowed  with  an  inward  fire  of  ambition  ;  he  raised 
his  great  frame  to  its  height  and  looked  up  at  the  stars 
as  if  he  would  command  them  in  their  orbits  by  the  pure 
force  of  his  will.  The  slave  looked  upon  him  with  an 
intangible  pity  in  her  glance,  mingled  with  a  great  rever- 
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ence  and  love.  Geber  dropped  his  eyes  from  the  heavens 
with  a  sigh.  "  So  many  nights  thou  hast  looked  down 
upon  me,"  he  said,  "in  an  awful  and  eternal  calm,  while 
I  in  my  weak  power  have  been  striving  to  wrest  from 
thee  thy  secrets.  And  the  day  will  come  when  thou  shalt 
still  look  down,  but  shalt  not  find  me,  for  I  shall  be  dust, 
while  thou,  with  thy  secrets  hidden  in  thy  bosom,  shalt 
roll  upon  thy  nightly  way  unchanged!  " 

"  Perchance  thou  wilt  be  nearer  to  them  then,  and  their 
secrets  will  be  no  longer  secrets  to  thee."  The  words 
fell  almost  involuntarily  from  the  slave's  tongue.  Geber 
did  not  seem  to  have  heard  her  speak,  and  she  was  grate 
ful  that  he  passed  over  her  temerity  without  a  blow  or  a 
harsh  rebuff.  He  turned  instead  to  the  dish  which  she 
had  removed  from  the  fire  and  inspected  its  contents  nar 
rowly.  It  had  solidified  into  white,  chalky  lumps  of  some 
unknown  substance. 

His  face  brightened  as  he  looked. 

"  Yea,"  he  cried,  'tis  perfect  as  it  hath  never  been  be 
fore.  Many  times  have  I  striven  for  this  perfection,  but 
always  some  imperfection  in  the  material  hath  denied  me 
perfection  in  the  result.  Now  is  this  at  last  achieved  and 
this  substance  must  be  carefully  guarded  until  we  may 
continue  the  experiment  to  its  full  consummation.  The 
first  step  is  taken  in  that  divine  flight  which  shall  give  to 
the  world  a  talisman  wherewith  to  transmute  the  baser 
metals  into  the  king-metal,  gold,  the  wondrous  talisman 
which  future  ages  shall  know  as  the  Philosopher's  Stone, 
at  whose  touch  gold  appeareth  miraculously  from  cop 
per  and  even  iron.  It  shall  make  the  name  of  Geber  to 
endure  through  the  centuries  ;  it  shall  win  him  the  love 
and  honour  of  mankind  while  man  shall  tread  the  earth 
and  gold  hath  power  therein  !  " 

The  slave  raised  timid  eyes  to  his. 

"  And  this  white  mixture,  Master,  which  thou  hast  ac 
quired  with  such  infinite  pains  and  through  so  many 
failures — hath  it  no  use  in  medicine  ?  I  have  seen  thee 
use  mercury  with  effect  in  some  cases,  and  surely  this  is 
mercury,  refined  and  purified  ?  Perchance  thy  name  will 
also  find  an  eternal  abiding-place  in  the  minds  of  men 
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because  of  the  discoveries  thou  hast  made  in  medicine 
and  all  the  healing  arts."  Geber  looked  at  her  atten 
tively. 

"  Thy  wits  are  sharp,  girl,  and  it  may  be  thou  wilt  soon 
be  giving  Geber  lessons  in  chemistry,  rather  than  learn 
ing  from  him,"  he  said  drily.  "  Nevertheless,  thy  words 
have  much  of  sense  in  them.  I  will  experiment  and  see  if 
the  mixture  hath  any  importance." 

Jaafar  and  Muhammed  were  ushered  into  his  presence 
;\s  he  stood  with  the  dish  in  his  hands.  He  looked  at 
them  gravely  and  thoughtfully  as  the  usual  salutations 
passed  between  them. 

"  Thou  art  welcome,  Jaafar  the  Barmek,"  he  said. 
"  Thy  star  hath  told  me  that  thou  wouldst  soon  come  to 
me."  He  shook  his  head  as  he  spoke.  "  Thou  shouldst 
have  come  before.  Thy  star  beginneth  already  to  pale. 
The  sun  in  the  sign  of  Libra  near  Venus,"  he  con 
tinued,  speaking  as  if  to  himself.  "  Sincerity,  manliness 
and  tenderness — a  rare  combination.  Almost  I  could 
pity  thee,  wert  thou  not  Harun's  friend  !  "  he  muttered. 
Jaafar  stared  at  him  in  amazement,  though  he  did  not 
hear  the  muttered  words.  He  spoke  with  his  usual 
polished  courtesy. 

"  I  have  heard,  oh  Geber  Dschabir  al  Tarsusi,  thou 
master  of  the  intellect,  that  thou  hast  given  to  us  a  new 
science  in  mathematics  which  thou  callest  '  Algebra.' 
As  thou  knowest,  the  king  is  greatly  interested  in  any 
new  production  of  the  wit  and  intellect  and  I  desire  to 
learn  something  of  this,  that  I  may  call  it  to  his  atten 
tion." 

"  'Tis  but  a  simple  differentiation  of  ancient  mathe 
matical  laws  with  which  I  amuse  myself  as  the  khalif 
spendeth  his  idle  hours  at  chess.  It  is  unworthy  the 
serious  attention  of  such  a  mind  as  Harun's — or  thine, 
Jaafar  the  Barmek."  Jaafar  ignored  the  irony  in  the  old 
man's  tone. 

"Yet  would  I  be  instructed  of  thee,  Geber  Dschabir," 
he  said  quietly.  Geber  fixed  his  piercing  eyes  upon  him. 

"  Hast  thou  indeed  come  to  me  for  instruction  in  Alge 
bra,  or  medicine,  or  the  stars,  Jaafar  ?  " 
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Jaafar  changed  colour  under  this  direct  attack  which 
seemed  to  disdain  all  subterfuge  because  secure  in  its 
strength.  He  had  followed  Geber  into  the  luxurious 
reception-room  and  now  sat  upon  one  of  the  soft  divans 
which  lined  the  walls.  Geber  however  continued  to  pace 
slowly  up  and  down  before  him,  and  as  he  spoke  he 
paused  and  looked  directly  into  his  eyes.  Jaafar  felt  it 
to  be  an  intangible  challenge  and  unconsciously  girded 
up  his  soul  to  meet  the  attack,  but  he  was  now  in  the 
hands  of  a  greater  power  than  he  had  ever  met  before, 
and  even  while  he  was  strengthening  himself  for  the  at 
tack  of  a  force  which  he  could  feel  but  could  not  define, 
he  felt  that  something  was  being  drawn  from  the  depths 
of  his  consciousness.  He  was  silent,  struggling  with  all 
his  moral  strength  against  this  influence  which  was  slowly 
overcoming  the  resistance  of  his  will.  Geber's  face  grew 
indistinct  to  him,  but  his  deep  eyes  became  fiery  points 
of  flame,  which  glowed  and  paled  and  glowed  again  in 
his  fainting  thoughts,  like  living  coals  in  a  draft  from  hell. 
The  drops  of  sweat  stood  on  his  face,  his  muscles  grew 
more  and  more  tense,  until  suddenly  with  a  dart  of  burn 
ing  pain  they  relaxed  utterly  and  he  knew  that  no  more 
strength  was  left  in  him.  He  had  felt  the  same  sensation 
once  before,  his  memory  reminded  him  dimly,  when  aftei 
a  long  struggle  he  had  been  overcome  in  a  wrestling 
match  in  his  early  youth.  He  sank  back  on  the  couch 
behind  him,  spent  and  panting.  Geber's  voice  aroused 
him,  calling  him  back  from  a  far  distance  and  falling  on 
his  hot  spirit  like  the  touch  of  ice  on  a  fevered  wound. 

"  Thou  hast  dreamed,  Jaafar  ibn  Yaheya,  and  I  will  tell 
thee  thy  dream."  Word  for  word  as  he  had  related  it  to 
his  father,  Jaafar  heard  his  dream  retold  to  him. 

"  And  for  the  interpretation  thereof  hast  thou  come  to 
me,  yet  not  meaning  to  trust  me  in  thy  soul.  Still  will  I 
read  thee  the  interpretation  of  thy  dream,  for  it  will  avail 
thee  naught  at  the  last.  Already  art  thou  bound  with  a 
woman's  hair  and  by  the  whim  of  thy  dearest  friend. 
Already  dost  thou  chafe  at  the  bondage.  But  whenever 
the  discontent  within  thee  doth  threaten  to  break  out 
into  open  rebellion  at  thy  lot,  then  appeareth  to  thy  long- 
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ing  soul  a  great  brilliance  and  a  vision  of  light,  and  a 
ravishing  voice  of  promise  holdeth  thee  quiet  under  thy 
bonds.  Thou  shalt  see  Paradise  and  thy  soul  shall  faint 
with  the  rapture  of  its  music.  Yea,  and  when  thy  Para 
dise  shall  vanish  in  a  moment,  as  a  breath  doth  extin 
guish  a  light,  then  in  that  moment  shall  thy  bonds  crush 
the  light  from  thine  eyes  and  the  breath  from  thy  nostrils 
for  ever." 

The  cold,  metallic  voice  ceased  and  Jaafar  lay  quiescent 
with  closed  eyes  for  a  little  ;  then  gathering  up  his  scat 
tered  and  defeated  forces  he  arose  from  the  couch  and 
faced  the  astrologer.  His  face  was  very  pale  and  his 
voice  a  little  unsteady  as  he  spoke. 

"  Is  there  then  no  escape  from  this  fate  which  thou  hast 
predicted  for  me?" 

"Ay,  there  is  one,  but  thou  wilt  not  take  it.  Since 
only  through  a  woman's  love  wilt  thou  be  undone,  I  say 
to  thee,  Love  no  woman  !  Or  if  thou  must  love,  then 
love  only  thy  wife." 

"  My  wife  !  "     Geber  made  a  gesture  of  impatience. 

"  Even  after  what  thou  hast  heard  to-night,  dost  still 
dream  that  it  is  concealed  from  me  that  thou  hast 
espoused  Abassa,  the  favourite  sister  of  the  khalif  ?  See 
that  thou  keep  thy  vow  to  Harun." 

"  Nay,  I  love  her  not,"  said  Jaafar  coldly. 

"  Not  her,"  significantly  ;  "  but  canst  thou  affirm  that 
there  is  none  else  within  the  palace  walls  for  whose  sake 
thou  hast  consented  to  this  indignity,  that  thou  mightst 
be  freely  admitted  to  her  presence?"  Jaafar  grew  livid 
and  a  fierce  flame  leaped  into  his  eyes  as  he  laid  his  hand 
upon  his  sword. 

"  What  devil's  work  is  this  !  "  he  panted.  Was  his  in 
most  soul  to  be  thus  laid  bare  for  any  man  to  gaze  upon, 
the  page  in  his  heart  upon  which  he  scarce  dared  glance 
himself  and  whose  characters  of  flame  he  had  never  al 
lowed  the  eyes  of  his  soul  to  read,  but  had  crushed  and 
crumpled  them  in  the  grasp  of  his  will  for  long  years, 
thinking  thus  to  extinguish  their  immortal  fire  and  to 
erase  .from  his  heart  and  his  brain  their  words  of  hopeless 
longing.  The  drops  stood  again  on  his  brow  and  his 
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mouth  quivered  with  helpless  pain.  Geber  studied  him 
almost  with  compassion. 

"  There  is  nothing  hid  from  me  in  the  minds  of  men 
that  I  wish  to  know,"  he  said  simply.  Jaafar  commanded 
himself  with  a  great  effort  and  drew  himself  up  haughtily. 

"  Whatever  be  thy  knowledge,  or  its  source,  is  of  no 
importance  to  me.  I  am  Harun's  friend — his  true  friend  ! 
And  in  all  Baghdad,  save  only  Harun  himself,  none  hath  a 
greater  power.  Whatever  be  my  fate  in  the  future,  it 
lieth  not  in  thy  hands."  Geber  made  no  reply,  even  by 
a  glance,  and  Jaafar  continued  : 

"  I  am  come  upon  an  errand  from  my  father,  Yaheya 
ibn  Khaled,  concerning  my  brother,  his  son  Muhammed, 
and  a  certain  slave  girl  of  thine—  He  paused  and  looked 
around,  remembering  Muhammed  now  for  the  first  time. 
At  the  beginning  of  the  interview  the  young  man  had 
sprung  eagerly  toward  the  girlish  form  which  stood  hesi 
tating  in  the  background.  Now  that  his  course  was  be 
come  open  and  straightforward,  he  might  tell  her  in  words 
the  great  love  of  which  his  eyes  had  long  since  made  no 
secret. 

"  Thou  wouldst  set  me  free  and  marry  me  !  "  cried  Gul- 
nare  the  slave,  her  soft  eyes  filled  with  a  heavenly  light 
of  incredulous  joy. 

"  If  thou  dost  love   me,  sweet." 

Gulnare  raised  her  eyes  to  the  stars.  "  God  is  too  good 
to  me  !  "  she  said  softly.  "  I  have  done  naught  to  deserve 
such  a  wondrous  gift."  Her  eyes  fell  slowly  and  rested 
upon  his  worshipping  face.  "  Do  I  love  thee  ?  Ay,  since 
first  my  eyes  rested  on  thy  dear  face  have  I  loved  thce. 
But  I  dreamed  not  that  God  meant  aught  save  that  I 
should  carry  thine  image  with  me  to  my  grave,  unknow 
ing  the  joy  of  being  possessed  of  thee."  Her  hand 
touched  his  softly  and  electrified  at  the  touch  he  drew 
her  to  him  and  kissed  her  lips. 

"  Will  thy  father  indeed  consent  ?  "  she  asked,  won 
dering. 

"  He  thinkcth  this  a  whim  of  the  moment,  such 
as  other  young  men  of  my  age  are  prone  to.  Since  I 
refuse  thee  as  my  slave,  he  will  consent  that  I  should 
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wed  thee,  hoping  to  satisfy  his  ambition  for  me  in  my 
second  wife.  They  know  not,  dear  heart,  that  I  am  a 
Christian,  but  I  need  not  to  promise  thee  that  no  other 
lips  save  thine  shall  ever  call  me  husband." 

At  this  moment  Geber's  voice  broke  in  upon  them 
harshly. 

"  Girl,  get  thee  gone  to  thy  place !  Why  hast  thou 
lingered  here,  thou  spawn — 

"  If  it  be  thy  pleasure,  let  the  maid  remain,"  inter 
posed  Jaafar.  "  If  this  be  the  one  of  whom  I  spoke,  it 
is  needful  that  she  hear  what  I  have  to  say.  My  father 
would  purchase  her  of  thee  for  my  brother,  and  thou 
mayst  set  thine  own  price  upon  her." 

"  Then  need  there  be  no  more  words  concerning  the 
matter,"  replied  Geber  shortly.  "  The  girl  is  not  for 
sale." 

"Ah,  say  not  so,  Geber,  my  Master, — kind  Geber,  my 
friend  !  "  cried  Muhammed,  springing  forward.  "  It  is 
my  life's  happiness  I  implore  of  thee,  for  I  love  the  maid 
and  would  wed  her." 

"  Would  wed  her  !  The  son  of  Yaheya  the  Barmek 
would  wed  a  slave  for  his  first  wife !  "  cried  Geber  in 
honest  amazement.  Then  his  brow  blackened.  "  It 
matters  not  for  what  purpose  thou  wouldst  purchase  her 
—the  girl  is  not  for  sale." 

Jaafar  shrugged  his  shoulders  sympathetically  for 
Muhammed's  defeat,  and  even  the  face  of  the  lover  fell 
at  the  decisiveness  of  Geber's  tone.  Both  felt  that 
further  argument  would  be  useless.  But  at  this  mo 
ment  Gulnare  herself  stepped  forward  and  kissed  the  hem 
of  her  master's  sleeve.  Her  face  was  white  with  her 
own  daring,  but  her  eyes  glowed,  and  in  her  voice  rang 
an  unexpected  note  of  courage.  She  was  fighting  for 
more  than  her  life  and  could  lose  nothing,  but  she  spoke 
softly  and  with  due  respect.  A  quick  admiration  crept 
into  Jaafar's  heart  as  he  watched  her. 

"  Dost  thou  not  recall,  my  Master,  how  once  when  in 
a  moment  of  need  I  aided  thee  with  a  solemn  promise, 
thou  didst  swear  by  thy  sacred  oath  of  Allah  that  I 
might  wed  with  whomsoever  I  should  choose  ?  I  now 
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swear  solemnly  before  thee  and  before  God  that  this  is 
my  choice — this  man  will  I  wed  and  none  other,  and  I 
call  upon  thee  to  make  good  thy  vow  to  me." 

Geber  looked  from  her  to  Muhammed  as  if  uncertain 
and  puzzled. 

"  But  I  promised  to  free  thee  only  at  my  death,"  he 
said  at  length  ;  "  and  I  looked  for  thee  to  wed  a  slave 
as  thou  thyself  art.  I  had  indeed  no  thought  that  one 
so  far  above  thee  in  station  would  ever  wish  to  make 
thee  his  wife.  I  promised  to  purchase  thy  husband,  not 
to  free  thee.  Moreover,  who  will  replace  thee  at  the 
distillery  now  that  my  need  of  thee  is  greater  than  ever? 
Nay,  nay  !  What  thou  askest  is  impossible  to  grant.  I 
am  not  bound  to  it  by  my  vow,  nor  art  thou  released 
from  thine." 

"  If  it  be  but  a  question  of  service,"  cried  Muhammed, 
again  filled  with  hope,  "  thou  art  my  master  also,  if  in 
another  sense,  and  I  too  will  serve  thee  for  my  wife,  if 
thou  wilt  give  her  to  me  !  " 

"The  son  of  a  Barmek  become  the  servant  of  Geber 
the  Astrologer?  "  asked  Geber  with  an  ironical  smile. 

"  Ay,  for  her  sake,"  replied  Muhammed,  undaunted. 
"  I  will  serve  thee  faithfully  for  any  period  thou  mayst 
name."  Jaafar,  however,  laid  a  restraining  hand  upon 
his  brother's  shoulder. 

"  One  thing  we  have  forgotten,"  he  said.  "  Our  father 
promised  his  consent  only  on  the  condition  that  the 
maiden  had  naught  to  conceal  or  to  blush  for  in  her 
birth.  Slaves  brought  from  other  countries  are  often  of 
gentle  blood,  and  provided  the  birth  of  the  maid  be  free 
from  stain  or  blemish,  my  father  would  consent  to  this 
marriage;  but  not  otherwise,  for  his  pride  would  not 
humble  itself  to  know  that  the  blood  of  his  children's 
children  was  partly  base.  Let  us  settle  this  question 
before  we  speak  further  of  terms." 

Geber  listened  and  remained  silent  in  deep  thought. 
Jaafar  watched  his  face  closely,  but  Muhammed  and 
Gulnare  exchanged  glances  of  doubt  and  suspense. 
When  Geber  again  raised  his  head  his  expression  had 
changed. 
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"  I  have  Carefully  considered  all  that  hath  been  said," 
he  began.  "  I  will  sell  the  girl  for  four  thousand  pieces 
of  gold — a  cheap  price  for  her  beauty  and  her  intelli 
gence.  As  for  her  birth — her  mother  was  a  Georgian. 
She  had  indeed  been  a  slave,  but — she  was  married." 

Gulnare  looked  at  him  with  a  sudden  chill  of  terror, 
for  his  voice  had  faltered  on  the  last  words,  but  he  con 
tinued  firmly  ;  "  Her  mother  was  honestly  married  when 
this  girl  was  born  in  my  house,  therefore  canst  thou 
know  that  I  speak  the  truth." 

A  strange,  sudden  suspicion  had  crept  into  Jaafar's 
mind.  He  felt  that  this  was  no  time  for  hesitation  or 
uncertainty. 

"  Art  thou  thyself  her  father  ?  "  he  asked  abruptly. 
Geber  smiled  quietly. 

"  Nay,  she  is  no  child  of  mine,"  he  replied.  "  My 
daughter,  thou  hast  doubtless  heard  of  and  hast  confused 
with  her  slave.  I  would  not  make  mine  own  flesh  and 
blood  into  a  slave,  surely." 

Jaafar  was  rebuffed  and  abashed,  yet  unsatisfied;  but 
Gulnare  and  Muhammed  kissed  his  sleeve  with  faces 
illumined  with  happiness. 

He  smiled  upon  his  pupil  with  more  of  kindness  than 
he  had  yet  shown  him. 

"  Yet  must  I  tax  thy  patience  for  a  little,"  he  said, 
"  until  I  can  select  and  train  another  slave  to  take  the 
place  of  the  one  of  whom  thou  wouldst  rob  me.  A  few 
months  hence — " 

"  Will  be  quite  time  enough  to  conclude  the  matter," 
finished  Jaafar  abruptly.  He  felt  that  he  had  no  clue  to 
the  whole  interview,  to  the  determined  resistance  or  the 
sudden  acquiescence,  yet  he  felt  also  that  the  clue  had 
lain  under  his  very  eyes,  though  vague  and  impalpable  to 
his  sense.  As  he  studied  the  face  before  him,  Geber's 
eyes  met  his.  In  their  depths  he  read,  in  that  flash  of 
time,  scorn,  hate  and  a  gleam  of  triumph. 

When  the  Barmeks  had  withdrawn,  Geber  paced  up 
and  down  alone. 

"  Thy  fate  lieth  not  in  my  hand?"  he  said  aloud. 
"  Verily,  thy  fate  and  that  of  all  thy  household  and  the 
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fate  of  Harun  the  Khalif  and  of  all  he  holds  dear  lie 
here  in  the  hollow  of  my  palm,  and  in  mine  alone ;  for 
who  knoweth  what  I  know,  or  who  can  strike  as  I  shall 
strike  when  the  time  is  come  ?  " 

Gulnare  had  long  since  been  dismissed  for  the  night, 
and  Geber  thought  himself  alone  with  the  stars,  but 
when  his  eyes  were  turned  away,  a  figure  slipped  from 
between  the  heavy  folds  of  a  curtain  and  disappeared. 
The  ruby  on  her  forehead  looked  like  a  spot  of  blood  on 
the  extreme  paleness  of  her  face,  and  in  her  wide  eyes 
was  an  expression,  half  of  terror  and  half  of  exultation, 
as  she  thought  of  what  she  had  heard. 


CHAPTER  X 

Intitled,  The  Table  ;     Revealed  at  Medina. 

In  the  Name  of  the  Most  Merciful  God. 

O  true  believers,  perform  your  contracts !  .  .  .  But  if  thou  undertake 
to  judge,  judge  between  them  with  equity  ;  for  God  loveth  those  who  observe 
justice. — KORAN. 

There  stood  he  while  deep  attention 

Held  the  judges  round. — BROWNING. 

YAHEYA  had  been  walking  up  and  down  in  the  cool 
court  for  some  time,  with  impatient  eyes  turned  often 
toward  the  entrance,  before  his  son  Jaafar  answered  his 
summons  the  next  morning.  Jaafar  entered  with  a  smile 
on  his  face.  Sleep,  and  a  dream  of  good  omen,  had 
brought  a  momentary  peace  to  his  soul  and  had  laid  the 
grisly  phantoms  called  up  by  Geber's  words.  Allah  il 
Allah  !  No  man  may  avert  his  fate  or  alter  its  course  a 
hair's  breadth  by  any  effort  of  his  own  will.  What  is 
written,  will  be.  The  rose  blooms  for  a  day,  the  bird 
sings  for  an  hour;  but  the  rose  is  happy  while  it  blos 
soms  and  the  bird's  song  is  full  of  joy,  though  to-morrow 
the  zobaah  may  wring  the  petals  from  the  flower  and  the 
nest  may  hang  empty  and  broken.  Therefore  Jaafar 
gave  his  father  a  cheerful  account  of  his  visit  to  Geber 
the  night  before  and  omitted  all  mention  of  the  interpre 
tation  of  his  dream.  Yaheya  did  not  seem  to  notice  this 
omission,  or  indeed  to  pay  much  attention  to  Muham- 
med's  prospects  of  marriage.  His  face  was  troubled  and 
he  interrupted  the  tale  to  speak  upon  a  foreign  subject. 

"Jaafar,"  he  began,  "  I  remember  well  how  thou  didst 
return  from  Harun  a  month  and  more  gone,  angered  at 
a  dishonourable  deceit  of  his.  It  was  when  he  received 
Yahet  al  Derlem  under  an  agreement  of  safety,  which 
document  duly  signed  by  the  khalif  had  been  carried  to 
him  by  Fadhl,  thy  brother,  himself ;  and  trusting  himself 
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thereto  the  Derlemite  had  been  escorted  hither  to  the 
court  of  Harun  for  amicable  converse  and  exchange  of 
courtesies.  And  having  the  man  safely  in  his  power, 
Harun  called  in  the  doctors  of  the  law  and  proving  by 
their  fawning,  lying  tongues  that  the  document  con 
tained  a  flaw,  Harun  destroyed  it  in  the  presence  of  all 
and  threw  Yahet  into  his  deepest  dungeon.  Didst  thou 
not  tell  it  me,  son,  as  I  have  repeated  it  ?  " 

"  Tis  sadly  true,  my  father.  —More  ;  I  told  thee  also 
that  this  was  done  for  no  fault  save  that  Yahet  al  Derlem, 
having  extended  his  kingdom  to  the  borders  of  the  Cas 
pian  Sea,  had  attracted  many  brilliant  men  to  his  court 
and  Harun  feared  his  growing  power.  That  in  itself 
were  perchance  natural  to  a  mighty  ruler,  who  if  he  con 
tinue  to  rule  in  all  his  power  dare  tolerate  no  rivals  near 
his  throne.  But  I  cannot  hold  it  right  to  promise  what 
one  hath  no  intention  of  performing,  or  to  deceive  a  man 
with  a  show  of  kindly  honour  to  his  own  undoing." 
Jaafar's  dark  eyes  flashed  with  proud  scorn. 

"And  thou,  son  Jaafar,"  continued  Yaheya  anxiously; 
"into  thy  hands  was  the  prisoner  given  for  safe-keeping, 
was  he  not?  " 

"  He  was  ;  and  I  confined  him  as  I  was  commanded, 
though  against  my  better  will." 

"  Where  lieth  the  man  now  ?  "  asked  Yaheya  abruptly. 
Jaafar  looked  at  his  father  quietly.  He  was  over-old  a 
courtier  to  Harun's  whims  to  be  often  surprised  into  any 
self-betrayal. 

"  Father,  thou  art  become  of  too  great  an  age  to  be 
troubled  with  these  unnecessary  affairs  of  state.  Leave 
them  to  me  and  think  no  more  thereon.  Thou  mayst 
rest  assured  on  my  word  that  the  man  is  safe." 

"  Safe — ay  !  But  safely  bound  or  safely  freed,  son 
Jaafar?  Oh,  my  son,  my  son,  have  a  care!"  The  old 
man's  features  worked  with  emotion,  his  sturdy  courage 
seemed  suddenly  to  have  fled  from  the  house  of  the  soul 
where  it  had  dwelt  unmastered  and  unafraid  for  so  many 
years,  and  his  lean  old  fingers  clung  to  his  son's  arm  in  a 
grasp  of  desperate  energy.  "  I  too  have  dreamed — I  too 
have  dreamed  I  saw  thy  mother,  my  dear  wife  Opheirah, 


GEBER  127 

a  gibbering  hag  with  the  wisps  of  gray  hair  falling  into 
her  sunken  eyes,  begging  in  the  streets  for  a  crust  of 
bread  !  And  this  morning  cometh  to  me  one  in  whom 
I  trust  and  he  whispereth  to  me  that  the  man  Yahet 
hath  escaped  and  that  thou,  oh  Jaafar,  thou  didst  free 
him  and  aid  him  in  his  flight !  Tell  me — is  this  thing 
true?  " 

"  Nay,  father,  and  if  it  were  ?  "  Jaafar  was  truly  sur 
prised  at  his  father's  emotion.  "  Mark,  I  say  not  that  it 
is  ;  but  if  it  were,  it  is  not  a  great  matter,  surely  !  If  I 
repair  what  Harun  hath  broken  in  a  thoughtless  moment, 
dost  not  think  that  he  would  thank  the  true  friend  who 
would  have  read  his  honour  more  truly  than  he  did 
himself — and  more,  if  that  true  friend  be  Jaafar  the 
Barmek  !  "  Yaheya  was  soothed  and  reassured  by  his 
son's  words  and  manner. 

"I  indeed  grow  old,"  he  said,  sighing,  "when  the 
warrior  Yaheya  doth  fright  at  the  shadows  of  a  dream. 
But  there  is  something  in  the  clammy  shade  of  a  relent 
less  fate  that  one's  soul  may  feel  approaching  unhurried, 
but  unstayed,  that  is  more  awful  for  the  human  soul  to 
face  than  an  army  of  enemies,  whose  weapons  force  a 
passage  for  the  victorious  spirit  by  a  sudden  wound 
which  one  does  not  feel  amid  the  clash  of  steel  and  the 
flash  of  darts  and  the  smell  of  the  blood  of  a  fallen  foe  ! 
But  something  hath  oppressed  my  spirit  of  late  and  I 
would  caution  thee  not  to  cross  the  prince  in  any  of  his 
desires." 

"  Nay,  dear  father,  a  man  must  fulfil  his  fate  and 
his  life  will  be  as  it  is  written.  Allah  il  Allah  !  My  duty 
I  know  and  that  I  will  do  so  long  as  life  smiles  at  her 
casement  for  me.  But  the  future  I  know  not,  nor  what 
of  good  or  evil  it  may  hold  for  me.  Yet  do  I  trust, 
my  father,  that  the  Barmeks  will  ever  meet  their  fate 
with  courage  and  with  honour."  He  bent  his  head  with 
the  glow  of  high  pride  still  in  his  eyes  and  kissed  his 
father's  hand  with  serious  tenderness. 

There  was  a  press  of  business  in  the  durbar  that  morn 
ing,  and  Jaafar  was  too  fully  occupied  to  let  his  mind 
dwell  on  his  father's  words,  or  he  might  have  noticed  in 
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their  light  that  Harun  was  more  thoughtful  than  usual 
and  looked  at  him  more  than  once  with  something  akin 
to  a  frown  on  his  brows,  either  of  perplexity  or  vexation. 

"  It  is  written,"  maintained  one  jurisconsult  doggedly, 
"that  if  what  is  contained  in  the  stomach  or  crop  of  an 
animal  or  fowl  be  such  substance  as  may  be  naturally  its 
food,  that  substance  doth  by  law  belong  to  the  purchaser  ; 
but  if  it  be  foreign  and  not  of  its  natural  food,  then  be- 
longeth  it  to  the  seller.  And  this  hath  been  decreed  by 
our  Abou  Yusef  the  Hanifite,  himself,  and  my  Lord 
Jaafar  will  uphold  me  that  this  is  the  true  decision. 
This  pearl  in  the  fish's  maw  is  not  its  natural  food,  there 
fore  belongeth  it  to  this  man  who  sold  the  fish." 

The  face  of  the  man  in  question  brightened  and  he 
threw  a  glance  of  triumph  at  his  adversary. 

"  That  is  the  law,  as  we  all  know,"  began  Jaafar;  but 
here  the  khalif  interrupted. 

"  It  hath  seemingly  been  overlooked,  however,  that  the 
fish  came  by  this  pearl  of  great  value  in  the  way  of  eating 
its  natural  food.  Without  doubt  the  fish  hath  either 
cleverly  snatched  the  unwary  oyster  from  its  opened  shell 
or  hath  found  and  devoured  its  dead  body  floating  in  the 
sea.  If  ye  therefore  consider  the  oyster  as  natural  food, 
how  shall  ye  distinguish  as  to  the  pearl  ?  " 

Harun  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  well  satisfied.  It  was 
a  favourite  diversion  with  him  to  cast  some  intricate  sugges 
tion  into  the  midst  of  the  council  that  he  might  listen  to 
the  ensuing  discussions. 

"  'Tis  like  throwing  meat  to  the  dogs,"  he  would  say. 
"  I  love  well  to  hear  them  tear  at  it  with  snarls  and  full- 
mouthed  snappings." 

"  It  may  not  be  gainsaid,"  cried  one  doctor  of  law. 
"  The  oyster  was  the  fish's  natural  food,  therefore  the 
pearl  belongeth  to  the  buyer." 

"  But  the  pearl,"  objected  another,  "  was  not  necessary 
to  the  oyster's  life,  therefore  is  it  a  foreign  substance, 
though  found  in  the  food  of  the  fish."  The  discussion 
grew  hot  and  angry,  until  the  khalif  raised  his  hand  for 
silence. 

"  My  Lord  Jaafar  hath  not  spoken.     We  will  hear  what 
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is  in  his  mind  concerning  the  question."  Jaafar  spoke 
slowly. 

"  It  is  in  my  mind,  oh  Prince  of  Believers,  that  my 
master,  Abou  Yusef,  had  once  before  him  the  case  of  a 
fish  which  had  swallowed  a  fowl,  and  in  the  crop  of  the 
fowl  was  a  jewel.  The  Abou  decided  that  since  the  fowl 
was  food  for  the  fish,  all  that  the  fowl  might  contain  was 
of  no  consideration  in  the  law,  so  that  a  decision  should 
not  pass  beyond  the  immediate  exterior  of  the  thing 
swallowed.  Moreover,  as  we  know,  the  oyster  formcth 
the  pearl  as  the  fish  his  bones,  from  the  secretions  of  his 
body.  Therefore,  though  in  itself  a  foreign  substance, 
and  separable  from  the  oyster,  it  is  yet  a  natural  part  of 
the  oyster,  and  to  my  mind  may  be  included  under  the 
law  ;  and  for  this  reason  would  I  award  the  pearl  to  the 
man  who  bought  the  fish." 

"  A  wise  judgment !  "  cried  Harun,  with  an  approving 
glance  at  his  favourite. 

Next  came  the  case  of  a  slave  child  which  had  been 
sold  in  a  famine  for  bread.  The  slave  had  been  sent  to 
carry  the  bread  to  its  purchaser,  and  being  hungry  on  the 
way,  had  eaten  the  bread.  The  purchaser  naturally 
claimed  that  he  had  received  nothing  in  payment  for  his 
slave,  while  the  seller  claimed  that  the  bread  had  arrived 
at  the  place  where  it  was  to  be  delivered,  therefore  he 
had  fulfilled  his  obligations.  Harun  held  the  seller  re 
sponsible,  since,  he  said,  had  the  slave  been  properly  fed 
he  would  have  had  no  appetite  for  the  bread. 

Again  came  a  quarrel  between  two  peasants,  who  pros 
trated  themselves  at  thekhalif's  feet  and  rent  the  air  with 
shrill  salutations  and  complaints  until  Harun  silenced 
them  with  the  threat  of  twenty  stripes  apiece.  One  had 
sold  to  the  other  a  plot  of  ground,  excepting  from  the 
sale,  as  was  often  the  case,  a  single  cocoanut  palm  with 
the  ground  in  which  it  stood.  This  clause  was  often 
made  necessary  by  the  size  of  the  tree,  which  removal 
would  injure  or  kill,  the  seller  of  the  ground  reserving 
the  fruit  of  the  tree  for  his  own  profit.  But  in  this  case 
the  seller  had  removed  the  original  tree,  planting  in  its 
place  a  smaller  one,  which,  as  it  grew,  he  also  removed  to 
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make  room  for  yet  another.  The  buyer  complained  that 
to  reach  his  tree  the  seller  trampled  upon  his  plot  of 
maize  which  surrounded  it.  On  this  case  Harun  rendered 
the  judgment  of  a  Portia.  He  said  to  the  man  who  had 
sold  the  property  : 

"  Thou  hast  sold  all  save  the  few  feet  of  ground  sur 
rounding  thy  tree,  therefore  that  part  of  the  land  belong- 
eth  to  thee  no  more.  If,  therefore,  thou  dost  set  foot 
upon  that  land  without  the  consent  of  the  owner,  thou 
dost  trespass  thereon  and  may  be  imprisoned.  The  tree 
is  thine.  If  thou  canst  reach  it  in  any  other  way  than 
across  thy  neighbour's  field,  thou  art  at  liberty  to  trans 
plant  it  as  often  as  thou  wilt." 

The  man  prostrated  himself. 

"  Then  must  I  lose  the  tree  I  have  but  recently  planted 
therein,"  he  groaned. 

Harun  turned  to  the  other  man. 

"Wilt  thou  purchase  the  tree  at  a  fair  price,  or  wilt 
thou  allow  the  man  to  cross  thy  field  at  certain  seasons, 
only  to  gather  his  fruit?" 

"  I  will  purchase  the  tree  and  the  ground,"  responded 
the  buyer  eagerly,  and  a  sum  was  agreed  upon. 

"  I  wish  thee  joy  of  thy  bargain,  neighbour,"  said  the 
seller  maliciously,  after  they  were  well  out  of  the  khalif's 
hearing.  "  Thou  hast  forced  me  to  give  up  the  land 
which  thou  hast  so  long  coveted,  but  the  tree  thou  didst 
pay  a  goodly  price  for  is  eaten  in  the  stem  and  will  die, 
so  hast  thou  over-reached  thyself." 

The  business  for  the  day  was  nearly  concluded  when  the 
Jurisconsult  Sofyan  ibn  Oyaina  entered  and  made  his 
salutations  to  the  khalif.  Harun  awoke  to  renewed  in 
terest  and  ordered  the  poet  Ibrahim  to  be  brought  before 
him  from  the  cell,  where  he  had  lain  all  night  in  chains, 
even  as  the  astrologer  had  predicted.  The  exquisite  had 
lost  the  dainty  appearance  for  which  he  was  noted  among 
his  friends,  and  was  dishevelled  and  wan  from  his  night's 
captivity.  He  made  his  salutations  more  humbly  than 
the  meanest  peasant,  and  seemed  to  be  sunk  in  despair. 
Harun  regarded  him  sternly. 

"  I  would  have  spared  thee,  Ibrahim  an   Nadim,"  he 
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said,  "  had  thy  offence  been  less  flagrant.  Thou  knovvest 
well  the  penalty  for  such  acts  as  thine.  He  who  violates 
the  sanctity  of  the  harem  is  a  malefactor,  and  as  such  must 
be  punished.  Too  much  of  such  desecration  hath  gone 
unpunished  of  late,  and  I  have  vowed  to  make  a  warning 
example  of  the  next  offender.  I  grieve  that  it  should  be 
thee,  whose  songs  have  rivalled  the  nightingale's  in  mine 
ear;  but  I  am  a  follower  of  the  Prophet — may  Allah  give 
him  peace  ! — before  I  am  a  patron  of  art,  therefore  must 
I  fulfil  my  vow  and  sacrifice  to  a  stern  duty  thy  silver 
tongue.  Hast  thou  a  consult  to  say  aught  for  thee  be 
fore  I  pronounce  thy  judgment  ?  " 

Ibrahim's  face  was  very  pale,  for  he  comprehended  the 
reality  of  his  danger,  and  his  thoughts  flew  gratefully  to 
Geber,  without  whose  warning  he  would  certainly  have 
been  lost. 

"If  it  please  thee,  oh  Living  Expression  of  the  Grace 
of  Allah,"  he  began,  "  I  will  be  mine  own  advocate  in  this 
cause,  being  well  assured  that  I  shall  receive  naught  but 
justice  in  the  law  at  the  hands  of  the  Commander  of  the 
Faithful." 

Harun  looked  surprised,  for  it  was  certainly  strange 
that  one  in  danger  of  death  should  refuse  any  aid  that 
might  better  his  chance  of  escape.  There  was  some 
thing  also  in  the  gleam  of  Ibrahim's  eye  which  fixed  his 
attention  and  aroused  his  curiosity. 

"  Let  it  be  as  thou  wilt,"  he  replied  ;  "  though  I  would 
advise  thee  to  depend  nothing  at  all  upon  my  love  for 
thee,  nor  to  refuse  anv  advantage  which  may  be  offered 
thee." 

Oyaina  coughed  impatiently,  but  the  expression  of  re 
newed  triumph  returned  to  his  fat  face  when  Ibrahim 
renewed  his  request  to  be  his  own  consult. 

"  I  have  heard  the  oath  of  the  Lord  Oyaina,"  he  said, 
when  called  upon  for  his  reply  to  the  charges  made 
against  him,  "that  I  have  been  caught  trespassing  in  his 
garden  beneath  the  windows  of  his  daughter's  apart 
ments,  where  I  was  attempting  to  abduct  the  maiden 
from  the  lawful  charge  of  her  father.  This  hath  he 
proven  by  the  mouths  of  two  witnesses  as  the  law 
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requireth.  Nevertheless  will  I  now  prove  him  to  have 
stated  to  thee  what  is  not  true,  and  therefore  he  and  not 
I  deserveth  the  punishment." 

Oyaina  turned  purple  with  rage  and  Harun  said 
sternly, 

"  Have  a  care,  An  Nadim,  lest  thou  try  my  patience 
too  far,  so  that  I  condemn  thee  unheard.  Wouldst  thou 
asperse  the  word  of  a  Chief  Jurisconsult  and  two  reliable 
witnesses  and  hope  for  belief  ?  " 

"  I  crave  thy  clemency,  Prince  of  the  World,  but  for  a 
very  little,  until  I  make  good  my  words,  which,  it  may 
be,  held  too  much  of  boastfulness  for  my  position.  Thou 
hast  often  called  me  the  Silver-throated  Swan,  oh  De 
scendant  of  the  Prophet  ;  I  pray  thee  now  in  memory  of 
the  songs  I  have  sung  thee  to  hearken  but  to  this  plea, 
which  may  be  my  last  song  to  thee." 

Harun's  face  softened,  whereat  the  jurisconsult  flashed 
a  lurid  glance  at  the  poet. 

"  I  desired  the  maiden  in  marriage,  oh  King,  and  there 
are  few  fathers  in  the  city  who  would  not  have  looked 
with  favour  upon  my  suit,  for  my  birth  is  noble  and  of  a 
long  line,  and  I  am  able  generously  to  dower  my  wife 
with  many  jewels.  But  this  man  drove  me  from  him 
with  insult.  Thou  who  art  the  lord  and  light  of  all  the 
earth  lovest  music  and  poetry  and  all  beautiful  things, 
and  thy  people  loving  thee,  love  also  what  thou  lovest. 
But  this  man,  oh  Breath  of  the  Prophet,  doth  dare  to 
hold  thy  wisdom  in  contempt,  for  he  refused  me  the  hand 
of  his  daughter  for  no  reason  save  that  I  was  a  poet  and 
he  loved  not  poets."  Ibrahim  paused,  filled  with  exul 
tation,  for  he  saw  by  the  change  in  Harun's  glance  at 
the  jurisconsult  that  he  had  scored  a  point  against  his 
adversary. 

"The  Lord  Oyaina,"  he  continued,  "hath  sworn  that 
I  was  endeavouring  to  steal  his  daughter,  but  this  I  hold 
he  cannot  prove."  Here  Oyaina  snorted  with  rage,  but 
Ibrahim  hurried  on  unmoved. 

"  It  is  indeed  true  that  he  and  his  two  paid  spies  dis 
covered  me  in  the  garden  beneath  the  windows  of  his 
house,  but  that  surely  proveth  not  abduction  in  the  law, 
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for  he  cannot  even  prove  that  I  had  knowledge  that  the 
window  beneath  which  I  stood  was  of  his  daughter's 
apartments.  Therefore  do  I  hold  that  he  hath  made 
good  no  word  of  that  which  he  hath  brought  against 
me."  Ibrahim  paused  as  if  his  plea  was  finished. 

"  Thou  hast  spoken  well,"  said  Harun  with  more  mild 
ness  in  his  tone  ;  "  and  but  for  one  thing  thy  plea  might 
be  of  some  effect.  Thou  dost  forget  that  a  man  entereth 
not  another's  garden  at  night  and  secretly,  with  an  honest 
purpose  in  the  law.  Standing  beneath  a  man's  window 
is  indeed  not  a  crime  punishable  by  death,  and  hadst  thou 
not  been  upon  the  plaintiff's  property  it  might  be  a  more 
difficult  matter  to  convict  thee  of  a  dishonest  purpose." 

"  If  that  be  all,  then  is  my  acquittal  assured,"  replied 
Ibrahim  calmly.  "  I  was  not  upon  his  property." 

"How — surely,  thou  darest  not  to  trifle  with  me!" 
An  ominous  sparkle  appeared  in  Harun's  eye. 

"  Far  be  such  temerity  from  me !  "  cried  Ibrahim  fer 
vently.  "  What  I  have  said  however  is  but  the  truth.  I 
was  not  upon  the  property  of  my  Lord  Oyaina,  because 
he  doth  not  own  the  garden." 

At  this  Oyaina  burst  forth,  unable  longer  to  control 
his  fury. 

"  Not  own  mine  own  garden,  thou  lying  fool  !  This 
passeth  all  bounds  and  the  headsman's  sword  is  too  good 
a  death  for  thee  !  Dost  dream — " 

"Silence  !"  thundered  Harun.  "Or  thou  shalt  be  re 
moved  from  the  council.  What  is  thy  meaning,  Ibrahim 
an  Nadim  ?  Declare  it  quickly,  if  any  there  be,  for  I 
weary  of  this  play." 

"  I  do  humbly  entreat  thy  patience  in  the  cause  of  jus 
tice,  yet  a  few  moments,  oh  Thou  of  the  House  of  the 
Prophet.  I  have  desired  that  Amr  ibn  Nuwas,  he  who 
sold  the  property  to  the  Lord  Oyaina,  be  present  and 
with  him  a  copy  of  the  deed  of  sale.  With  this  will  I 
amply  prove  my  words.  First  must  I  acquaint  thee  with 
the  fact  that  some  time  since  I  have  purchased  from  this 
same  Amr  ibn  Nuwas,  the  house  which  boundeth  the 
garden  upon  its  farther  side.  Therefore  the  garden 
lieth  between  the  house  which  I  have  purchased  and  the 
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house  of  the  Lord  Oyaina.  Now,  there  is  written  an 
ancient  law,  oh  Prince,  that  when  a  house  having  a  garden 
attached  is  sold,  the  garden  is  not  included  in  the  sale 
save  it  be  expressly  mentioned  in  the  deed."  He 
paused  and  the  silence  of  a  deep  interest  attended  his 
words. 

"  Now  if  the  deed  of  sale  of  the  house  of  the  Lord 
Oyaina  be  examined,  it  will  be  found  that  the  garden  is 
not  mentioned  therein.  Since  it  is  also  not  mentioned 
in  the  sale  of  my  property,  then  do  I  contend  that  the 
garden  belongeth  equally  to  us  both,  or  else  to  neither. 
In  either  case,  since  the  Lord  Oyaina  doth  not  own  the 
garden,  it  is  impossible  that  the  accusation  of  trespass 
upon  his  property  should  rest  against  me." 

Harun  examined  the  document  carefully.  Then  he 
looked  from  Oyaina,  who  was  speechless  and  choking 
with  wrath,  to  Ibrahim,  beneath  whose  air  of  calm  assur 
ance  lurked  a  very  real  anxiety  as  to  the  success  of  his 
trick.  He  knew  that  now  was  the  crucial  moment  of  his 
life,  and  each  second  of  silence  as  he  stood  with  downcast 
eyes  awaiting  the  khalif's  first  word,  seemed  an  eternity 
of  time.  At  last  he  could  bear  it  no  longer  and  raised 
his  eyes  to  read  his  sentence  in  the  khalif's  face.  Harun 
was  regarding  him  with  a  severe  countenance  and  Ibra 
him's  heart  sank  with  a  sick  despair.  Then  as  their  eyes 
met  there  grew  a  little  gleam  in  the  sternness  of  the 
king's  eye,  like  a  sudden  dart  of  sun  through  wind-blown 
leaves  upon  a  sombre  pool.  There  was  a  quick  twitch 
ing  of  his  lips,  a  breaking  up  of  all  judicial  calm,  and  then 
peal  after  peal  of  heartiest  laughter  in  which  all  present 
dutifully  joined,  except  the  angry  Oyaina,  who  clutched 
at  the  neck  of  his  tunic  as  if  choking  with  the  thoughts 
he  dared  not  utter.  At  last  Harun's  mirth  exhausted 
itself.  He  addressed  the  poet,  with  some  dryness  it  is 
true,  but  Ibrahim  knew  that  his  case  was  won. 

"  Of  a  truth,  thou  hast  a  more  subtle  wit  than  I  had 
credited  thee  with,  Ibrahim.  Tis  the  best  entertainment 
that  thou  hast  given  me  for  many  a  day,  and  instead  of 
punishing  thee  as  an  abductor  of  maidens,  I  am  minded 
to  reward  thee  for  the  mirth  thou  hast  inspired  in  me. 
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See — possibly  I  may  even  adjust  matters  to  the  pleasure 
of  all.  Ibn  Oyaina,  it  hath  been  clearly  proven  that 
thou  dost  not  possess  at  all  that  magnificent  garden,  the 
pride  of  Baghdad  in  gardens,  which  hath  so  long  been  thy 
boast." 

Oyaina  cast  himself  at  the  khalifs  feet. 

"Allah  have  mercy  upon  me,  oh  Illustrious  One!"  he 
wailed.  "  My  garden,  for  which  I  have  paid  such  a  price, 
not  mine  !  It  will  kill  me  !  I  shall  die  of  grief  ! " 

"  Moreover,  it  hath  seriously  offended  me  to  learn  that 
thou  darest  openly  to  express  thy  scorn  of  what  I,  Harun 
the  King,  am  pleased  to  admire.  When  thou  criest  scorn 
on  the  poorest  poet  in  my  kingdom,  thou  criest  scorn  upon 
me,  the  King  ;  and  that  were  little  short  of  treason  itself." 

Oyaina  only  grovelled  lower  and  groaned  in  anguish, 
for  death  now  stared  him  in  the  face,  and  the  expression 
of  his  brother  advocates  was  gravely  anxious. 

"  One  way  lieth  open  to  thee,  however,  in  which  to  make 
amends." 

"  It  is  already  done,  O  Merciful  One !  " 

"Thou  shalt  give  thy  daughter  to  Ibrahim  an  Nadim 
to  wife." 

Oyaina's  face  fell  flatly  from  its  sudden  hopefulness. 
"  My  daughter  and  my  garden  both  !  "  he  groaned.  Ha 
run  burst  into  another  laugh  at  the  ludicrous  expression 
of  blank  dismay  on  the  fat  face.  "  Nay,  thou  shouldst 
have  let  me  finish.  Give  thy  daughter  Fareshah,  the 
Butterfly,  to  Ibrahim  an  Nadim  to  wife,  and  when  she 
hath  folded  her  brilliant  wings — for  I  hear  that  she  pos- 
sesseth  much  of  beauty — within  the  walls  of  her  husband's 
harem,  then  shall  Amr  ibn  Nuwas  add  a  clause  to  the 
disputed  document  which  shall  put  thee  legally  and  with 
out  danger  of  further  question  in  possession  of  thy  famous 
garden  !  " 

Oyaina  accepted  his  manifest  fate  with  a  sigh  almost 
of  relief.  An  hour  ago  he  would  have  stubbornly  sworn 
to  lose  his  whole  fortune  rather  than  accept  Ibrahim  an 
Nadim  for  his  son-in-law ;  but  circumstances  have  a  com 
pelling  power  with  which  not  even  the  most  obstinate 
may  cope,  and  between  losing  his  head  or  his  daughter, 
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he  chose  the  latter  gratefully.  Ibrahim  naturally  over 
flowed  with  joy  and  the  whole  durbar  heaved  a  sigh  of 
relief,  for  to  their  minds  the  Chief  Jurisconsult  had  had  a 
narrow  escape.  Only  the  face  of  Amr  ibn  Nuwas  was 
overcast.  It  was  indeed  hard  to  have  so  unexpected  and 
luscious  a  fruit  as  Oyaina's  garden  held  between  his 
greedily  parted  lips,  only  to  be  as  suddenly  withdrawn 
before  his  tongue  had  fairly  caught  the  flavour. 

"  I  think  this  endeth  our  business  for  to-day,"  Harun 
was  saying,  and  the  durbar  had  risen  with  the  satisfied 
breath  of  a  work  accomplished,  when  through  the  door 
way  crowded  an  excited  old  woman  and  cast  herself  at 
Harun's  feet,  while  behind  her  appeared  two  of  the  police 
with  a  soldier  in  arrest  between  them.  The  soldier's 
face  was  evil  and  sullen,  and  he  cast  a  malignant  glance  at 
the  prostrate  woman. 

"  Oh,  most  merciful  Prince!"  she  cried  breathlessly, 
"  I  pray  thee,  give  me  justice  on  this  man  !  He  hath 
bought  milk  of  me,  and  now  having  drunk  it  he  refuseth 
to  pay  me,  and  for  loss  of  both  the  milk  and  the  money 
my  babes  must  go  supperless  to  bed  to-night  !  " 

"  Hast  thou  bought  milk  of  this  woman  ?"  Harun  de 
manded  of  the  man. 

"  Nay,  gracious  King  !  "  replied  the  man  with  con 
tempt.  "  I  bought  naught  of  the  old  hag,  who  seeketh 
but  to  rob  me.  She  spilled  the  milk  and  seeing  me  pass 
ing  her  stall,  she  accused  me  of  having  drunk  it  that 
she  might  force  me  to  make  good  her  loss." 

"  Canst  thou  bring  witnesses  to  prove  the  truth  of  thine 
accusation?"  Harun  turned  again  to  the  woman,  who 
began  to  sob  in  despair. 

"  I  cannot,  alas !  There  were  none  to  witness  it  save 
the  man  and  myself,  who  for  that  reason  took  the  ad 
vantage  of  me." 

The  khalif  looked  grave  and  the  soldier  boldly  triumph 
ant.  Suddenly  Jaafar  stepped  forward  and  confronted 
him. 

"  Thou  art  the  man  whom  I  saw  but  yesterday  at 
muezzin  in  the  Street  of  the  Minarets.  Thou  didst  cruelly 
beat  and  abuse  thy  noble  mare,  which  reared  and  plunged 
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in  her  terror  and  pain  until  I  wondered  that  she  did  not 
throw  thee  and  break  thy  worthless  neck.  Before  I  could 
reach  thee  thou  hadst  vented  thy  drunken  rage  and  rid 
den  away  like  a  monsoon." 

The  soldier's  face  had  lost  some  of  its  unhealthy  colour 
and  he  tried  feebly  to  deny  Jaafar's  charge.  Harun's 
lips  were  tightened  to  a  narrow  thread,  for  nothing  en 
raged  him  like  abuse  of  a  horse  or  a  helpless  woman. 
Jaafar's  voice  continued  relentlessly  : 

"Once  before  also  I  saw  thee,  if  I  mistake  not,  for  I 
never  forget  faces.  The  first  time  I  saw  thine  it  was  con 
vulsed  with  an  evil  rage,  much  as  it  was  but  now  when 
thou  didst  enter  the  khalif's  gracious  presence.  Then 
too  thy  rage  was  concerning  a  woman,  but  this  time  a 
young  and  helpless  girl,  heavy  with  thy  child,  though 
she  was  not  thy  wife.  She  clung  despairingly  to  thine 
arm  and  pled  with  thee  passionately,  and  thou  didst  raise 
thy  clenched  fist  and  strike  her  tear-wet  blossom  of  a  face 
to  the  earth.  Then  too  thou  didst  escape  me  by  flight, 
and  the  girl,  with  a  woman's  foolish  loyalty,  refused  me 
thy  name,  else  had  I  sought  thee  out  long  since  and 
punished  thee." 

The  soldier's  face  was  now  a  ghastly  yellow  as  he  looked 
at  the  khalif.  Harun  had  risen  and  towered  in  all  his 
kingly  height  above  the  accused  man.  His  fine  brows 
met  in  an  ominous  embrace,  his  thin  arched  nostrils  quiv 
ered,  his  lips  were  white  and  his  deep  eyes  flamed  like 
fire  striking  the  blade  of  his  own  famous  sword,  "  The 
Piercer." 

"  Woman,  how  long  since  thou  didst  sell  the  milk  to 
this  man  ?" 

"  He  hath  but  swallowed  the  last  from  his  throat,  Illus 
trious."  She  trembled,  affrighted  at  the  cold  and  fearful 
anger  in  Harun's  face.  He  tossed  her  a  gold  dinar. 

"  There  is  the  price  of  the  milk.  Abdallah  !  "  A  gi 
gantic  Nubian  clothed  in  scarlet  came  forward  from  his 
place  behind  Harun's  judgment  chair.  In  his  hand  he 
carried  a  heavy  and  short  two-edged  sword,  and  in  his 
girdle  was  a  dagger  of  Damascus  steel,  also  with  two  edges 
to  its  blade.  At  sight  of  him  the  wretched  soldier  shrieked 
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and  threw  himself  at  Harun's  feet  while  the  woman  hid 
her  face  in  her  mantle  in  pallid  fright. 

"  There  is  one  way  in  which  to  learn  the  truth." 
Harun's  voice  was  terrible  in  the  quiet  of  its  intensity. 
Even  Jaafar  shivered  as  he  looked  upon  that  face. 

"  Abdallah,  take  thy  dagger  and  with  it  search  the  man's 
belly,  till  we  find  if  the  milk  indeed  be  there." 

Accustomed  as  all  Arabians  were  from  early  childhood 
to  scenes  of  torture,  violence  and  bloodshed,  lightly  as 
they  held  the  sacrifice  of  human  life,  and  familiar  as  they 
were  to  Harun's  ofttimes  sanguinary  sentences,  there  was 
something  in  this  sudden  tipping  of  the  scales  of  blinded 
Justice  that  sent  a  thrill  of  horror  through  the  crowded 
hall,  but  the  murmur  was  drowned  in  the  curdling  shriek 
of  the  victim.  Then  Abdallah  arose  with  his  usual 
immovable  countenance  and  saluted  the  khalif. 

"  He  hath  drunken  the  milk,  Commander  of  the  Faith 
ful,"  he  said.  Harun's  face  relaxed,  and  he  turned  quietly 
from  the  Thing  at  his  feet. 

"  Take  the  dinar  and  go  thy  way,"  he  said  to  the 
woman,  whose  face  was  grey  and  her  eyes  starting. 
"And  tell  my  people  that  Aaron  the  Just  hath  ever  an 
ear  and  an  arm  for  their  needs."  He  slipped  his  hand  in 
Jaafar's  arm. 

"  We  will  go  to  the  harem,"  he  said.  "  'Tis  a  sweet 
rest  after  the  tedious  toil  of  these  councils." 

They  walked  for  a  time  in  silence,  Jaafar's  face  a  little 
pale  and  Harun's  clouded  with  weariness  or  some  vexing 
thought.  More  than  once  he  turned  and  fixed  his  eyes 
upon  his  favourite's  face  in  keenest  scrutiny,  before  he 
seemed  finally  to  decide  to  voice  his  thoughts. 

"Jaafar,  thou  hast,  I  know,  faithfully  fulfilled  the  trust 
I  gave  thee  concerning  the  prisoner,  Yahet,  the  Dcr- 
lemite  ?  " 

"  I  imprisoned  him  in  the  deepest  dungeon,  as  thou 
didst  command  me."  Jaafar's  features  remained  un 
changed  under  the  khalif' s  eyes,  but  his  heart  leaped  for 
a  second.  What  did  Harun  suspect !  This  was  not  the 
time  he  would  have  chosen  in  which  to  impeach  the 
khalif's  honour  by  his  confession. 
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"  It  is  well,"  said  Harun,  quietly.  "Thee  at  least  can 
I  trust  implicitly  not  to  take  part  in  the  usual  deceit 
which  surrounds  a  ruler  of  men  like  a  net.  I  wish  to 
speak  again  with  the  man.  Give  orders  that  he  be 
brought  before  me  this  evening  after  prayers." 

"  I  fear  the  man  is  in  no  condition  at  present  to  be 
brought  before  thee."  A  delicate  note  of  anxiety  had 
crept  into  Jaafar's  voice.  "  He  hath  been  gravely  ill 
from  the  loathsome  reek  of  the  dungeon  into  which  I  cast 
him  by  thy  orders.  Thy  kind  heart  would  have  pitied 
him,  Harun,  couldst  thou  have  seen  his  sad  condition 
and  heard  him  in  his  fever  raving  the  names  of  his  wife 
and  child  and  praying  thee  to  heed  thine  oath  for  his 
safety,  under  whose  protection  he  placed  himself  in  thy 
hands." 

It  was  a  bold  venture,  and  Jaafar  waited  with  an  in 
ward  trembling  for  the  reply  to  his  words. 

"  Thou  art  bold,  friend,"  said  Harun,  coldly,  after  a 
silence. 

"  It  is  true  that  my  words  are  bold,  oh,  Beloved  of  my 
Heart,  but  not  so  bold  as  hath  my  arm  ever  been  in  thy 
service !  Dost  thou  recall  how  once  when  we  were  little 
children  together  I  thrust  my  arm  into  the  throat  of  thy 
father's  hound  which  attacked  thee,  being  distraught 
with  the  heat?" 

"  Truly,  I  remember  !  "  Harun's  face  had  softened  at 
the  recollection.  "  And  I  remember,  also,  how  thou 
didst  seize  the  vicious  brute  which  threw  me  when  a  lad 
and  would  have  dragged  me  to  my  death  by  my  foot, 
caught  in  the  grazing-thong.  And  thou  didst  cling  to 
the  creature's  mouth  in  spite  of  its  striking  hoofs — didst 
cling  even  in  unconsciousness,  when  struck  down  by  a 
cruel  blow,  and  so  clinging,  saved  my  life.  And  again, 
when  thou  didst  so  nearly  die  of  the  wound  from  the 
Greek  dog's  spear,  which  he  meant  well  for  me.  I  owe 
thee  my  life  many  times,  companion  of  my  heart,  and  I 
love  to  owe  it  thee  !  "  His  face  was  filled  with  a  warm 
colour,  and  his  eyes  were  suffused  as  they  rested  on 
Jaafar's  face.  Jaafar  himself  was  moved  to  the  soul  by  the 
other's  emotion,  and  his  voice  was  a  caress  as  he  replied, 
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"  Those  are  dear  memories  to  me,  sweet  Prince.  And 
if  I  would  risk  my  life  without  thought  to  protect  thine, 
how  much  more  would  I  risk  to  protect  thine  honour 
against  the  evil  tongues  of  men?" 

Harun  looked  at  him  sharply.  "  Is  it  then  true  that 
thou  hast  aided  Yahet  the  Derlemite,  to  escape?  " 

"  Have  I  ever  disobeyed  thy  commands,  gracious 
Prince?"  In  the  moment  of  trial  Jaafar's  courage  failed 
him  at  Harun's  tone,  and  he  dallied  with  the  truth. 
Harun  waved  his  hand  in  quick  impatience. 

"  By  my  head  and  existence,  Jaafar  ibn  Barmek — is 
this  thing  true?"  Jaafar's  eyes  met  his  sadly,  but 
courageously. 

"  I  dare  not  trifle  with  that  sacred  oath,  Harun,"  he 
said.  "  Thou  hast  heard  the  truth.  The  man  was  dying 
and  thou  didst  refuse  to  hear  me  speak  even  his  r.aiv.e. 
Upon  the  streets  men  murmured  '  dishonour  '  in  the  same 
breath  with  which  they  spoke  thy  fair  name  of '  The  Just,' 
because  thou  didst  destroy  thine  oath  to  Yahet  al  Dcrlcrn 
upon  a  flimsy  pretext.  I  would  have  given  my  life 
gladly  to  wipe  the  threatened  blot  from  thy  fame,  so  at 
the  last  I  gave  what  was  dearer  to  me  than  my  life — I 
risked  thy  grave  displeasure  to  save  thce  to  thy  better 
self.  Be  not  angered  with  my  rashness,  friend  of  my  life, 
I  pray  thee ! "  Jaafar's  tones  would  have  melted  the 
hardest  heart  not  annealed  in  the  flame  of  jealous  pride. 

"  I  meant  not  to  deceive  thee  concerning  it,  but  1 
awaited  an  auspicious  moment  when  I  might  ask  of  thee 
the  favour  of  the  man's  life  for  disposal  according  to  my 
will.  Thou  wouldst  have  granted  it  me  freely,  a?  thou 
grantest  all  my  prayers ;  but  the  man  would  have  died  in 
another  day,  had  I  waited  to  first  obtain  thy  consent." 

"  Let  the  matter  rest,"  said  Harun,  coldly,  after  a 
pause.  "  Thou  hast  appeared  "  —Jaafar  coloured  hotly  at 
the  word — "  thou  has  ever  appeared  honest  and  sincere, 
and  as  thou  dost  remind  me,  I  am  thy  debtor  heavily. 
Therefore  we  will  forget  the  occurrence,  nor  refer  to  it 
again."  A  generous  nature  cannot  be  wounded  more 
deeply  than  to  be  accused  of  building  upon  its  own 
generosity,  which,  instead  of  reminding  the  recipient  of 
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favours  bestowed,  hastens  instead  to  forget  the  debt  of 
gratitude  owing.  Jaafar's  heart  beat  heavily  under  the 
calculated  wounding  of  Harun's  sneer,  but  he  made  no 
reply,  and  they  reached  the  entrance  to  the  apartments 
of  the  women  in  an  unusual  and  unbroken  silence. 


CHAPTER  XI 

Oh  mystic  bird  that  hath  the  single  feeble  wing, 

And  on  thine  other  side  a  hapless  hook 

That  holds  thee,  maimed  and  earth-bound,  fluttering 

In  aimless  circles,  must  thou  endless  look 

And  search  in  unsuccessful  longing  for  thy  mate  ? 

Should  captious  Fate 

With  all  too  rare  a  soft  relenting,  bring 

Here  to  thy  side 

Storm-blown  of  life  and  breathless,  dazed  and  full  of  fear, 

From  out  the  waiting  aeons  of  the  world  thy  one  true  bride, 

In  all  ways  formed  as  thou — one  feeble  wing, 

And  on  the  other  side  a  hook — then  draw  thou  near 

And  clasping  hook  with  hook  thou  shall  be  then  complete 

At  last  in  all  thy  parts;  and  two  as  one 

Shall  with  their  strange,  new  power  of  wings  the  live  air  beat 

In  ecstacy  of  unison  : 

—The  wide  air  beat,  while  to  the  stars  their  joy  they  sing 

With  notes  that  have  not  compass  for  the  song 

That  hath  been  cradled  in  their  lonely  hearts  so  long, 

There  waxing  godlike  strong. 

— Then  two  shall  beat  the  gold  air  with  the  wings  of  one 

And  rise  and  soar,  and  singing  vanish  in  the  sun. 

THE  wave  of  haste  and  confusion  in  Geber's  house  that 
day  began  in  the  inner  corner  devoted  to  the  apartments 
of  Yacuta  his  daughter,  and  its  final  ripples  broke  at  the 
door  of  the  laboratory  of  Geber  himself  where  he  was 
bending  closely  above  the  retorts  and  phials,  giving  short, 
sharp  directions  to  Gulnare,  interspersed  with  vexed  apos 
trophes  to  Fate. 

"  Why  should  the  Queen  Zobeide  desire  my  daughter's 
presence  to-day  of  all  days !  Why  doth  she  seek  the  girl 
at  all !  It  will  but  unsettle  her  the  more  and  she  doth 
already  burden  my  life  with  her  complaints.  I  shall  find 
her  a  husband  at  the  first  opportunity,  or  else —  He 
did  not  finish  his  sentence. 

"May  I  not  remain  here  with  my  work,  Master?" 
asked  Gulnare  timidly,  "  while  another  slave  waiteth  upon 
my  mistress  to  the  palace  ?  " 
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"  Nay,  that  would  anger  her  and  justly.  She  doth  not 
desire  the  services  of  a  strange  slave  in  her  first  venture 
into  the  world.  The  spirit  of  wine  will  come  to  no  harm 
through  this  longer  exposure  to  a  gentle  heat,  being  her 
metically  sealed.  Wait  no  longer,  therefore,  but  habit 
thyself  and  be  in  readiness  to  attend  thy  mistress." 

Old  Abda  and  the  tiring  women  had  a  sufficiently  diffi 
cult  task  that  day.  To  Yacuta's  excited  eyes  nothing 
which  she  possessed  had  the  proper  appearance  for  a  pre 
sentation  to  the  queen  !  Through  her  anticipations 
floated  a  thousand  possibilities  which  might  result  from 
the  interview,  among  them  that  she  might  become  a  fav 
ourite  at  the  palace  and  so  see  often —  She  broke  off  here 
to  scold  poor  Abda. 

"  This  dress  will  not  do  at  all,  Abda  !  It  giveth  me  the 
look  of  an  old  woman  and  to-day  of  all  days  would  I 
appear  young." 

Twice  were  entire  costumes  fitted  and  removed,  until 
Abda  was  nearly  in  tears  of  despair,  before  Yacuta  was 
finally  satisfied  with  her  appearance. 

"I  am  The  Ruby,"  she  said,  "and  the  ruby  will 
I  be." 

Scarlet  indeed  was  the  color  which  best  framed  her 
haughty  beauty,  and  the  man  who  looked  once  upon  her 
to-day  would  surely  look  twice  and  again.  She  alighted 
from  her  palanquin  before  the  great  entrance  to  the  court 
of  the  harem  and  followed  Al  Jubbai  to  the  fourth  quad 
rangle  of  the  Court  of  the  Inner  Harem,  from  which  she 
was  ushered  by  one  of  the  harem  attendants  through  a 
succession  of  dazzling  apartments  until  she  was  led  by  the 
chamberlain  into  the  presence  of  the  queen  herself.  For 
a  little  even  Yacuta's  self-possession  failed  her  at  the  mag 
nificence  and  luxury  which  surrounded  and  overwhelmed 
her.  All  the  wonders  of  his  kingdom  Harun  had  lavished 
on  his  favourite  queen  and  in  the  yearly  imposts  gathered 
from  his  dependencies,  certain  entire  districts  were  set 
aside  to  supply  her  with  perfumes,  stuffs,  fruits  and  del 
icacies. 

Pars  provided  five  thousand  bottles  of  rose-water  yearly 
and  ten  thousand  rotoli  of  olive  oil.  Bahrem  paid  tribute 
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in  two  hundred  rich  habits  and  Kerman  in  one  hundred 
and  fifty  rotoli  of  Indian  aloes;  Tabristan,  Africa  and 
Armenia  in  carpets;  Khorasan  sent  one  thousand  slaves 
and  two  thousand  plates  of  silver,  as  well  as  twenty-seven 
thousand  pieces  of  silken  stuffs ;  while  from  the  Sea  of 
Pars  came  the  unrivalled  pearls  which  were  Zobcide's 
favourite  ornament.  To  secure  them  divers  plied  here  their 
trade  from  April  to  the  end  of  October,  stopping  their 
nostrils  with  balls  of  tortoise-shell  under  the  great  pressure 
in  the  depths  of  the  ocean  and  splitting  their  ears  to  give 
passage  to  the  air  through  the  Eustachian  tubes. 

It  was  impossible  for  Yacuta  at  first  to  note  any  ob 
ject  singly  in  the  wonders  before  her  eyes.  As  she  pros 
trated  herself  at  the  queen's  feet  she  had  only  a  confused 
sense  of  dazzling  combinations  of  colour,  sound  and  scent, 
like  her  visions  of  the  Gardens  of  Paradise. 

The  halls  were  hung  with  rare  tapestries,  and  tapers  of 
black,  white  and  blue  ambergris  burned  in  dusky  corners, 
for  the  windows  were  small  and  high.  These  lights 
flashed  their  fragrant  flames  back  and  forth  from  mirror  to 
mirror  hung  upon  the  tapestried  walls,  and  the  smell  of 
their  burning  mingled  their  odours  with  the  incense  from 
the  censers  filled  with  sandal-wood,  cinnamon  and  saffron. 
Fruit  and  sweetmeats  on  dishes  of  gold  and  silver,  cov 
ered  with  embroidered  napkins  of  silk  and  tiffany,  stood 
upon  tables  inlaid  with  jewels.  Roses  blossomed  in  every 
available  spot,  for  roses  were  Zobeide's  favourite  flower, 
and  for  her  they  bloomed  the  year  around  by  means  of  an 
ingenious  contrivance.  Plucked  as  buds,  they  were  sealed 
up  in  air-tight  jars  and  buried  in  the  earth,  to  be  removed 
months  later  when  the  gardens  were  bare  of  flowers  in 
the  winter  winds  and  presented  to  the  queen  as  fresh  and 
perfect  as  when  taken  from  the  parent  bush. 

A  fountain  of  pure  quicksilver  flowed  into  its  basin  with 
a  peculiar  liquid  melody  which  mingled  with  the  occa 
sional  voices  of  the  singers  concealed  behind  curtains ; 
while  through  the  scented  mists,  above  the  melody  of  song 
and  the  chatter  of  gay  voices  and  over  the  gorgeously- 
robed  groups  of  women  and  girls  who  moved  through  the 
rooms  like  tropical  flowers  in  a  wind-blown  garden,  rose 
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and  fell  the  unending,  monotonous  chant  of  the  slave  re 
citing  a  Sura  of  the  Koran. 

The  queen  possessed  one  hundred  slave-girls  who  knew 
the  Koran  by  heart,  and  it  was  the  duty  of  each  to  recite 
ten  Sura  daily,  so  that  the  blessed  words  of  the  Prophet 
echoed  and  re-echoed  endlessly  through  the  queen's 
apartments.  As  Yacuta  rose,  the  passage  which  floated 
through  the  room  was  fixed  in  her  consciousness  and 
returned  long  after  she  had  heard  it  that  day. 

"  Whoso  doeth  evil  shall  be  rewarded  for  it ;  but  whoso 
doeth  good  works,  whether  he  be  male  or  female  and  is  a 
true  believer,  they  shall  be  admitted  into  Paradise." 

She  thought  in  a  sub-consciousness  that  Paradise  itself 
could  be  no  more  beautiful  than  this,  as  she  raised  her 
dazzled  eyes  to  the  queen's  face.  Zobeide  was  reclining 
negligently  upon  an  inlaid  couch  of  ebony,  covered  with 
rare  skins  and  rich  cushions.  She  was  dressed  in  white 
silk,  her  vest  and  shoes  of  pink  satin  heavily  embroidered 
with  pearls.  Her  girdle  was  an  encrusted  mass  of  gems, 
and  about  her  neck  hung  three  chains  reaching  to  her 
knees,  composed  of  two  hundred  pearls  and  emeralds. 
About  the  base  of  her  conical  cap,  which  added  a  pleasing 
dignity  to  her  face,  was  a  coronet  of  emeralds,  each  "  of 
the  size  of  a  turkey's  egg,"  and  on  her  shoulder  was  a  rose 
whose  leaves  trembled  with  the  heave  of  her  breath, 
though  those  leaves  were  fashioned  entirely  of  jewels. 
She  smiled  on  Yacuta  with  evident  interest. 

"  Thou  art  Yacuta,  the  daughter  of  Gebcr  the  Master?" 

"  If  it  please  thee,  oh  Queen !  "  faltered  Yacuta,  in  a 
low  voice. 

"Ay,  it  doth  please  me  to  greet  the  daughter  of  one 
who  saved  my  life.  'Tis  a  debt  not  easily  repaid.  I  have 
sometimes  thought  that  it  is  a  venture  unhallowed  by 
the  Prophet — may  Allah  magnify  him,  to  save  the  life  of 
another.  Surely  when  one  soul  oweth  to  another  the  re 
newed  lease  of  its  earthly  habitation,  there  must  thence 
forth  exist  between  the  two  a  bond  which  naught  can 
break,  be  it  for  good  or  evil !  The  dove  is  surely  affrighted 
when  it  wheels  despairingly  in  descending  circles  toward 
the  stupefying  eyes  in  the  grass — or  goeth  it  happily  to 
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its  death?"  She  spoke  musingly  and  to  herself,  but 
paused  abruptly  as  she  noticed  the  look  of  curiosity  fixed 
on  her  by  Yacuta.  "  Thou  art  Geber's  daughter,"  she 
continued.  "  Surely,  therefore,  thou  hast  more  wit  and 
greater  learning  than  other  maidens  who  lack  thy  advan 
tages." 

"  Nay,  Madam."  For  the  first  time  in  her  life  Yacuta 
regretted  the  state  of  extreme  ignorance  in  which  she  had 
willingly  remained.  Indeed,  she  felt  a  slight  resentment 
that  such  a  question  should  be  asked  of  her.  The  Arabian 
husband  asked  nothing  of  his  wife  but  beauty  and  obe 
dience.  Married  in  childhood,  and  only  exchanging  by 
marriage  one  set  of  prison  walls  and  rules  for  another,  it 
is  not  strange  that  the  woman's  mind  should  remain  as  a 
child's  to  the  day  of  her  death.  Those  of  the  true  faith 
did  not  indeed  believe,  as  some  of  us  think  erroneously 
even  to  this  day,  that  their  women  were  creatures  without 
souls.  The  Koran  more  than  once  expressly  proves  to 
the  contrary.  But  they  did  believe  the  female  intelligence 
to  be  of  a  lower  order  of  creation  than  the  male,  and  so 
believing,  they  left  to  the  woman  but  one  means  of  de 
fence  or  assertion — deceit. 

Even  the  men  children  were  taken  from  their  mother's 
care  at  five  years  of  age  and  given  over  to  the  training  of 
tutors,  and  by  sometimes  spending  whole  days  in  the  com 
pany  of  their  fathers  became  wondrously  precocious  and 
quick-witted,  but  the  mother  was  thus  deprived  of  all  the 
educating  influence  of  the  springing  and  developing  in 
telligence  of  her  child.  One  thing  only  was  left  her  in 
the  bald  and  petty  life  to  which  she  was  doomed  from 
birth — the  boundless  outward  form  of  respect  accorded 
her  by  every  male  creature  with  whom  she  came  in  con 
tact,  from  the  slave  in  the  harem  to  the  khalif,  should 
she  chance  to  meet  him,  in  the  street.  It  is  little  wonder 
that  with  such  training  for  his  women,  the  Arabian 
rarely  found  his  ideal  embodied  in  one  woman.  He  has 
perhaps  best  expressed  his  sense  of  the  difficulty  by  the 
pathetic  parable  of  the  mythical  bird,  which  having  a 
hook  substituted  for  one  wing,  goes  maimed  and  helpless 
upon  the  earth  until  he  finds  his  mate.  Clasping  each 
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other  by  the  hooks,  they  may  then  use  their  wings  as  one 
bird  and  soar  together  to  the  heights.  When  the  First 
Man  voiced  his  desire  for  a  second  comprehending  and 
sympathizing  self,  he  laid  on  the  eternal  cosmos  the  bur 
den  of  an  endless  search.  Confused  and  blinded  by  many 
a  mirage  and  false  dawn,  choked  by  the  morass,  or  suffo 
cated  by  the  dust-storms,  his  soul  while  it  lives  can  never 
entirely  lose  sight  of  its  first  objective  point — the  Moun 
tains  Beautiful  of  his  ideal. 

Even  the  Prophet,  in  battling  with  the  manifold  exist 
ing  evils  of  his  race  and  country,  understood  the  natures 
and  circumstances  of  his  followers  too  well  and  wisely  to 
demand  of  them  the  sudden  subversion  of  their  universe. 
He  therefore  limited  their  wives  to  four,  and  regulated 
the  relation  with  laws  of  the  greatest  strictness.  To  the 
wife  belonged  the  dowry,  usually  consisting  of  jewels, 
absolutely,  and  though  he  might  divorce  her  for  small 
pretexts,  when  doing  so  he  must  provide  for  her  and  her 
children  according  to  his  means.  Knowing  the  passionate 
temper  of  his  people,  the  Prophet  decreed  that  twice 
might  a  man  divorce  his  wife  if  she  offended  him  and 
still  be  at  liberty  to  remarry  her  if  he  chose.  But  if  he 
divorced  her  a  third  time,  he  might  not  remarry  her, 
unless  in  the  meantime  she  had  been  married  and  freed 
by  another.  The  Prophet  thought  by  this  stricture  to 
discourage,  if  not  entirely  to  do  away  with,  the  practice 
of  divorce,  but  as  often  happens  to  the  most  perfect  in 
spirations  in  the  way  of  laws,  it  produced  a  greater  evil 
than  that  which  it  was  intended  to  cure.  Having  in  the 
heat  of  anger  divorced  his  wife  three  times,  and  repented 
it  the  third  time,  the  husband  now  evaded  the  law  by 
putting  his  fate  in  the  hands  of  a  friend,  who  married  the 
discarded  wife  and  immediately  divorced  her  again,  leav 
ing  her  free  by  the  law  to  remany  her  first  husband. 
Occasionally,  the  friend,  as  is  occasionally  the  way  of 
friends,  proved  a  disappointment.  Having  married  the 
wife,  he  sometimes  failed  to  carry  out  the  second  part  of 
the  programme  and  divorce  her  again,  with  consequences 
to  the  friendship  which  may  be  easily  imagined. 

Some  women  there  were,  however,  who  were  exceptions 
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to  the  rule,  both  regarding  their  intellectual  capacities  and 
their  position  in  the  household.  Notable  among  such 
exceptions  was  Zobeide,  the  favourite  wife  of  the  khalif. 
To  her  the  country  at  large  owed  many  saving  works, 
both  because  of  her  own  unaided  efforts  and  by  her  in 
fluence  upon  Harun.  To  her  Mekka  owed  its  water 
supply,  which  she  brought  through  ten  miles  of  a  difficult 
country  into  the  city,  where,  up  to  that  time,  one  skin  of 
water  of  most  indifferent  purity  sold  for  a  piece  of  gold. 
She  was  familiar  even  with  questions  of  polity,  and  upon 
her  clever  brain  Harun  was  fond  of  depending  for  a  solu 
tion  of  state  problems. 

Even  Yacuta  read  the  impress  of  deep  and  noble 
thought  on  the  broad  brows  and  in  the  wide,  dark  eyes 
as  she  replied  to  the  questions  addressed  to  her ;  and 
into  her  mind  came  a  glimmer  of  suspicion  that  there 
might  be  more  in  life,  even  for  a  woman,  than  the  details 
of  dress  and  the  longings  and  secret  strivings  for  admi 
ration.  But  she  called  her  pride  to  the  reinforcement  of 
her  self-possession  and  replied  with  more  of  confidence, 

"  Nay,  gracious  Queen,  I  have  learned  only  what  the 
Prophet  hath  decreed  wise  for  a  woman  to  learn.  My 
father  hath  no  desire  that  I  should  strive  after  unwomanly 
learning." 

Zobeide  frowned  a  little,  but  continued  her  questions. 

"  Hath  he  then  taught  thee  naught  of  the  use  of  his 
own  powers?  Surely  no  man  possessed  of  such  a  wealth 
of  knowledge,  so  strange  a  hidden  store  of  power,  but 
would  select  some  one  unto  whom  to  bequeath  the  price 
less  treasures  of  his  brain.  Hast  thou  not  aided  him  in 
his  experiments — I  hear  he  hath  a  great  laboratory  on  his 
house  where  he  doth  delve  into  the  very  heart  of  Nature 
to  wrest  from  her  her  secrets?" 

"  Nay,  he  allovveth  none  in  his  laboratory,  save  the  slave 
Gulnare."  Yacuta  was  perplexed  and  had  become  a 
trifle  sullen  under  this  examination.  The  queen's  man 
ner  was  imperious  and  her  great  eyes  plunged  beams  of 
questioning  light  into  the  girl's  eyes,  until  she  was  glad 
to  stand  with  lowered  lids,  lest  they  should  read  some 
hidden  secret  of  her  soul. 


GEBER  149 

"  A  slave !  But  surely  among  the  thousands  of  stu 
dents  in  the  college,  Geber  hath  found  some  one  more 
nearly  akin  to  the  needs  of  his  own  spirit,  some  one  whom 
he  may  instruct  in  the  mysteries  of  his  power — alas,  that 
a  woman  is  barred  from  openly  attending  his  lectures ! 
Is  there  no  one  whom  thou  knowest  to  have  been  lately 
admitted  to  his  presence  with  any  degree  of  familiarity?" 

"  I  know  of  no  one,  Madam,  save  it  be  Jaafar  the  Bar- 
mek  and  Muhammed,  his  brother,  who  were  so  admitted 
last  evening." 

"  Jaafar  !  "  Her  tone  drew  Yacuta's  eyes  from  beneath 
their  defences  and  with  the  keen  vision  of  the  vulture  for 
carrion,  she  saw  an  indescribable  change  come  into  the 
queen's  face. 

"  The  Lord  Jaafar  attendeth  on  Geber — knowest  thou 
for  what  cause  ?  " 

"  That  I  know  not,  or  whether  my  father  giveth  him 
instruction.  But  I  am  assured  that  none  are  admitted  to 
his  confidence  in  his  experiments  save  only  my  own  slave 
Gulnare,  who  was  even  at  work  with  him  to-day  when  I 
required  her  that  she  accompany  me  hither." 

"  Gulnare  and  G1.!  In  are  !  Stay — have  her  brought  to 
me.  Abassa  !  Ah;  thou  art  here.  Wilt  thou  conduct 
the  daughter  of  Geber  to  Oleija  and  see  that  she  is  prop 
erly  entertained  among  my  guests;  and  bid  the  chamber 
lain  seek  out  her  slave  Gulnare  and  send  her  to  me." 

Abassa  was  near  indeed,  and  had  been  near  long  enough 
to  learn  that  Jaafar  had  been  at  Geber's  the  night  before. 
She  looked  at  Yacuta  therefore,  with  interest,  and  thinking 
her  secret  reasons  safe,  tried  to  elicit  all  the  information 
possible  concerning  him.  On  the  other  hand,  Yacuta 
with  her  unsuspected  knowledge,  felt  a  passionate  and 
jealous  hatred  in  her  soul  of  the  woman  who  walked  at 
her  side.  She  longed  with  sudden  savagery  to  change 
the  smiling  calm  in  that  beautiful  face  bent  down  to  hers 
to  a  wild-eyed  and  pallid  woe. 

"  She  is  his  wife — his  wife ! "  cried  her  heart  bitterly, 
but  with  the  thought  came  the  reassuring  recollection  that 
he  had  said  he  did  not  love  her.  And  was  not  she  her 
self  the  daughter  of  the  powerful  Geber?  She  was  to-day 
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looking  at  her  own  position  from  a  new  standpoint  and 
upon  her  father  through  the  eyes  of  the  outside  world, 
rather  than  the  eyes  of  the  child  which  undervalues  that 
with  which  it  is  familiar  and  judges  the  parent  by  the 
scale  of  its  own  intelligence.  With  no  knowledge  of  the 
outside  world,  shut  up  in  the  fortress  in  Tarsus  and  lack 
ing  even  the  doubtful  advantage  of  hearing  harem  gossip 
of  men  and  the  hour,  Geber  until  to-day  had  been  to  her 
merely  a  white-haired,  deep-eyed  old  man,  gentle  and  in 
dulgent  to  her  and  stern  to  all  else,  who  maintained  no 
harem  in  his  dull  house  and  spent  his  time  pottering 
among  nasty-smelling  chemicals.  Now  she  saw  him  in  a 
new  character,  robed  in  authority  and  crowned  with  wis 
dom,  whose  teachings  thousands  crowded  to  hear  in  the 
great  Medrassees  al  Mostanser,  or  College  of  the  Learned, 
and  at  whose  feet  even  the  Queen  Zobeide  would  have  will 
ingly  sat  to  learn.  A  ne\v  pride  sprang  suddenly  to  life 
in  her  mind  and  in  the  first  promise  of  its  new-born  power 
nothing  seemed  impossible  of  accomplishment. 

"  I  heard  thee  say  that  Jaafar  ibn  Yaheya  visited  thy 
father  last  night,  daughter  of  Geber,"  said  Abassa  softly. 
"  Didst  thou  then  see  him,  and  was  he  grave  or  gay  ?  " 

"  Nay,  how  should  I  see  him,"  replied  Yacuta  shortly. 

"  True,  thou  art  right.  'Twas  a  silly  question."  But 
Abassa  sighed  as  if  disappointed  and  led  her  toward  a 
group  reclining  on  cushions  and  nibbling  sweetmeats  from 
their  henna-tipped  fingers.  Innumerable  safa  tinkled 
from  the  plaits  of  their  hair  and  the  music  of  their  gay 
voices  chimed  with  the  music  of  falling  waters  and  the 
floating  melody  from  the  throats  of  hidden  singers,  and 
the  high  chant  of  the  Koran ; 

"  And  God  hath  spread  the  earth  as  a  carpet  for  thee, 
that  thou  mayest  walk  therein  through  spacious  paths." 

"  It  may  be  that  the  queen  can  enlighten  thee  concern 
ing  the  Lord  Jaafar's  errand  to  my  father,"  suggested 
Yacuta  maliciously,  as  she  heard  Abassa's  sigh. 

"  What  meanest  thou  ? "  Abassa  looked  sharply  at 
Yacuta's  innocent  face. 

"  Naught,  surely,  save  that  I  noted  her  deep  interest 
when  I  mentioned  the  Barmek's  name."  A  feverish  spot 
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glowed  suddenly  upon  Abassa's  cheek,  but  she  had  no 
time  for  further  questions,  for  at  this  moment  they 
reached  a  slight,  velvet-eyed  girl,  who  arose  and  welcomed 
them  with  a  frank  smile,  giving  into  the  hands  of  a  slave 
the  delicate  veil  which  she  was  embroidering. 

"  Oleija,  wilt  thou  acquaint  this  maiden,  the  daughter 
of  Geber  the  Magian,  with  our  friends?"  said  Abassa  to 
her,  "  Harun  will  soon  come  from  the  council  and  I 
must  attend  upon  Zobeide." 

The  chattering  group  greeted  Yacuta  with  the  sudden 
silence  of  childish  curiosity.  She  met  their  glances  with 
a  look  of  haughty  pride.  Then  a  child  of  about  eleven, 
who  seemed  to  be  a  leader  among  them,  spoke. 

"  Canst  thou  perform  such  miracles  as  can  thy  wonder 
ful  father?"  she  asked.  "  Only  to-day  he  hath  given  my 
mother,  who  is  ill  with  a  fever,  some  queer  little  white 
grains  of  magic-like  chalk,  which  have  already  turned  her 
fever.  Canst  thou  not  show  us  some  of  his  simpler 
miracles?  " 

"  Nay,  my  father  is  no  common  Jew  conjurer,"  cried 
Yacuta  in  haughty  anger,  "  with  a  stock  of  tricks  where 
with  to  amuse  inquisitive  children !  He  is  the  head  of 
the  Medrassccs  al  Mostanser  and  the  greatest  physician 
in  Harun's  realm.  I  know  naught  of  his  art  or  practice, 
nor  would  it  be  seemly  for  me  to  know  them." 

Oleija  interposed  gently,  to  check  the  angry  reply  on 
the  tongue  of  the  little  maid  whose  eyes  flashed  at  Ya- 
cuta's  words. 

"  This  is  Talha,  the  daughter  of  the  Shaikh  Ocba-Yezid. 
She  hath  been  betrothed  to  Zobeide's  son  Amin  since 
her  infancy,  and  being  now  ten  years  old  the  wedding  will 
soon  take  place." 

Yacuta  looked  at  her  with  more  of  a  tolerant  interest, 
and  the  child's  momentary  anger  faded  into  a  glow  of 
pride  at  her  enviable  position,  and  she  tossed  her  pretty 
head  and  smiled  at  the  sharp  music  of  her  jewelled  safa 
which  glittered  from  its  twists  in  the  one  hundred  and 
ten  braids  of  her  hair,  part  of  whose  great  length  was  hair 
and  part  of  silken  strands,  for  the  Prophet  forbade  that  a 
woman  should  wear  any  hair  but  her  own.  She  was  evi- 
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dently  a  devotee  of  fashion,  for  the  greatest  attention  had 
been  paid  to  every  nice  detail  of  her  toilette.  The  kohl 
was  laid  heavily  upon  her  brows  and  lashes  and  her  fin 
gers  and  lips  were  scarlet  with  henna.  She  beckoned  im 
periously  with  her  fan  to  one  of  Zobeide's  female  pages 
who  was  swaying  a  fly-whisk  near. 

"  Bring  fruit  and  fresh  sweetmeats  !  "  she  commanded, 
and  offered  Yacuta  a  place  beside  her  among  the  velvet 
and  silken  cushions.  Abassa  meanwhile  had  hastened 
back  to  Zobeide,  but  the  queen  dismissed  her  with  ill- 
concealed  impatience. 

"  I  will  question  this  slave  of  Geber's  daughter  in  pri 
vate,"  she  said.  "  I  will  summon  thee  when  Harun  comes 
and  I  desire  thine  attendance."  The  two  women  ex 
changed  a  long,  steady  look,  each  striving  therein  to  read 
the  other's  mind.  Since  Yacuta's  words,  Abassa  had 
awakened  to  a  new  suspicion,  but  she  obeyed  the  queen's 
command  perforce,  and  withdrew.  Zobeide  turned  to 
Gulnare. 

"  Rise  from  thy  face,  girl,  for  I  would  look  upon  it 
when  I  question  thee ;  and  I  would  have  thee  answer  me 
with  openness  as  well."  She  examined  the  slave  with 
something  of  surprise.  There  was  no  cringing  of  fear  or 
subservience  in  the  proud  respect  shown  her  by  this 
graceful  girl,  whose  delicate  features  were  as  much  stamped 
with  the  mark  of  gentle  birth  and  breeding  as  her  own. 
It  was  an  unusual  face,  too,  in  its  intelligence  and  gentle 
self-possession.  It  flashed  through  the  queen's  mind  that 
the  slave's  bearing  would  better  become  the  daughter  of 
Geber  than  did  Yacuta's  own.  "  Where  wert  thou  born  ?  " 
she  asked  abruptly. 

"  I  have  heard  my  master,  Geber,  say  that  I  was  born 
in  his  house,  gracious  Queen." 

"Who  were  thy  father  and  mother?  " 

"  I  know  not,  Madam."  A  flush  dyed  Gulnare's  cheeks, 
but  her  sweet  eyes  were  steadfast. 

"  I  hear  thou  dost  assist  Geber  in  his  experiments." 

"  I  do  assist  him,  in  truth,  as  much  as  the  great  Geber 
doth  need  help  of  any.  He  hath  trained  me  from  infancy 
to  the  work." 
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"  Then  must  thou  have  become  acquainted  with  many 
of  his  wondrous  secrets."  The  queen  spoke  with  sup 
pressed  eagerness  and  Gulnare  looked  at  her  in  some 
doubt  as  she  replied  slowly: 

"  I  think  my  master  hath  no  secrets  ;  at  least,  I  have 
never  heard  him  speak  of  aught  about  his  work  as  a 
secret.  Rather,  he  seemeth  to  desire  that  all  the  world 
shall  know  and  profit  by  his  discoveries." 

"  How  then — tell  me — doth  he  perform  his  miracles  of 
curing,  which  remain  such  unfathomable  mysteries  to  us 
all  ?  " 

"  I  know  not  of  any  means  save  such  as  he  doth  daily 
impart  to  all  who  will  listen  at  the  College."  A  shade  of 
disappointment  crossed  Zobeide's  face.  She  was  silent 
for  a  moment  in  deep  thought,  then  she  looked  again  at 
the  slave  with  a  frank  smile. 

"  Tell  me  something  of  his  teachings.  Thou  knowest 
women  are  forbidden  the  lectures  at  the  "College,  yet 
would  I  judge  for  myself  of  their  merit."  Gulnare  still 
experienced  a  feeling  of  hesitation,  as  if  some  knowledge 
were  being  drawn  from  her  that  she  might  regret  giving, 
but  it  was  impossible  to  resist  the  charm  of  the  queen's 
manner  which  was  toward  her  as  toward  an  equal,  not  in 
station,  but  with  that  greater  flattery,  in  intellect.  At  some 
length  therefore  she  taught  Zobeide,  who  listened  eagerly, 
the  truths  which  Geber  taught  his  students  in  the  great 
Modrassees  and  which  she  had  learned  as  she  absorbed 
with  her  breath,  daily,  the  odours  of  his  experiments. 

"  And  these  Minoratives  of  which  thou  speakest — I  do 
not  comprehend  their  nature." 

"  Geber  is  become  persuaded  that  medicines  which  fail 
when  given  in  great  quantities,  often  effect  a  cure  when 
diluted  to  an  infinitestimal  degree,  such  as  one  drop  of 
his  distilled  medicines  to  a  thousand  of  water.  This  hath 
he  discovered  recently,  just  after  he  found  the  virtue  in 
another  healing  element  which  he  calleth  Kalomel.  He 
hopeth  by  use  of  the  Minoratives  to  change  the  use  of  all 
medicine.  He  hath  indeed  searched  deeply  into  the 
matter  and  I  have  seen  many  strange  cures  result  from 
the  single  drops  of  medicine  he  hath  applied." 
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Zobeide  sighed  impatiently.  "  Truly,  as  a  physician 
he  is  unequalled.  Am  not  I  myself  proof  of  that  ?  But 
tell  me — thou  surely  knowest — wherein  lieth  this  strange 
power  over  men  ?  Hath  he  taught  thee  also  the  use  of  his 
magic  ?  "  Gulnare  drew  back  with  reserve. 

"  I  know  naught  of  any  magic,  Madam,  nor  do  I  think 
he  useth  any." 

"  By  what  means  did  he  then  cure  me  ?  "  asked  Zobeide 
quickly. 

The  slave  hesitated  over  her  reply,  but  looking  into 
the  queen's  eyes  she  finally  answered  gravely, 

"  I  have  heard  my  master  say  that  one  mind  may  some 
times  obtain  a  certain  ascendency  over  another,  if  one 
be  stronger  than  the  other.  When  the  influence  is  com 
plete,  the  two  minds  become  as  one,  and  both  bodies  then 
act  to  the  suggestion  of  the  stronger  mind." 

"And  how  is  this  influence  acquired?"  asked  Zobeide 
breathlessly.  "  Surely  in  this  way  was  I  cured,  for  I  re 
member  now  that  when  Geber  looked  on  me  I  felt  a  sud 
den  weakness  of  will,  and  when  I  would  have  fled  from 
him  in  fear  of  the  compelling  power  of  his  eyes,  I  was  un 
able  to  move  from  the  spot.  This  is  indeed  the  secret  for 
which  I  have  been  searching.  Tell  me,  therefore,  quickly, 
how  it  may  be  learned  and  this  magic  power  acquired." 

"  Nay,  Madam  ;  that  I  know  not,  nor  have  ever  sought 
to  know.  It  appeareth  to  me  to  be  too  dangerous  a 
knowledge  for  any  soul  to  possess  who  would  purely  wor 
ship  God."  Zobeide  paid  no  heed  to  the  grave  disap 
proval  of  the  slave's  tone.  Her  great  eyes  burned  with 
an  inward  flame,  and  the  hand  she  laid  upon  Gulnare's 
wrist  was  dry  and  hot.  She  drew  the  slave  close  and 
spoke  in  a  low  tone. 

"  Girl,  heed  me !  Some  instinct  within  me  warneth  me 
that  in  his  heart  Geber  hateth  me ;  why,  I  know  not,  nor 
can  I  imagine.  He  will  not  teach  me  this  secret,  yet 
must  I  know  it.  I  tell  thee  I  must  learn  this  secret  of 
power — and  thou  must  teach  it  to  me  !  "  Gulnare  looked 
at  the  queen  with  surprise,  and  shook  her  head  sadly  and 
with  pity. 

"  Thou  mayst  demand  thine  own  reward." 
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"  Nay,  Madam,  I  ask  no  reward  for  all  that  it  is  in  my 
power  to  do  for  thee,  but  this  I  cannot  do.  I  am  igno 
rant  in  the  matter  and  must  remain  so."  Zobeide's  face 
grew  cold  and  threatening,  but  before  she  could  speak, 
the  chamberlain  approached  and  announced  the  entrance 
of  the  khalif.  There  was  no  time  for  the  reply  that  Gul- 
nare  could  see  hovered  upon  Zobeide's  tongue,  for  all 
was  instant  confusion  in  preparation  for  Harun's  recep 
tion.  As  she  dismissed  the  slave  with  a  haughty  gesture, 
Gulnare  ventured  upon  a  further  word.  Her  heart  was 
troubled  sorely  by  her  inability  to  accede  to  the  queen's 
demand. 

"  Indeed,  beloved  Queen,  thou  needest  not  to  command 
me  twice  for  any  knowledge  which  I  might  possess  and 
might  lawfully  impart  to  thee" — Zobeide  interrupted  her 
with  a  wave  of  the  hand.  She  did  not  look  in  the  direc 
tion  of  the  slave,  but  Gulnare  read  a  deep  anger  in  her 
face  before  it  hardened  into  an  impenetrable  mask  as  the 
khalif,  followed  by  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  entered  the  room. 

As  the  latter  passed  slowly  on  after  the  khalif,  he  was 
for  an  instant  close  before  Yacuta  at  a  moment  when  her 
veil  fell  from  the  fingers  of  the  slave  who  was  adjusting 
it,  and  had  Jaafar  turned  his  absent  eyes  in  her  direction, 
then  he  would  have  seen  for  a  second  time  her  uncovered 
features.  But  the  slave  caught  the  veil  dexterously  and 
had  it  securely  fastened  in  another  instant,  and  Jaafar 
passed  on  unseeing. 

"  Fool !  "  said  Yacuta  in  a  low  tone.  "  Wert  thou  mine, 
thou  shouldst  be  well  whipped  !  " 

"  Ay,  Mistress  ! "  thought  the  slave  behind*  her  sub 
missive  brow,  "  but  whipped  because  I  was  too  quick  to 
cover  thy  face,  not  because  I  let  thee  twitch  the  veil  from 
my  fingers." 

Jaafar  sauntered  more  slowly  up  the  room.  The  khalif 
was  talking  eagerly  with  the  queen  and  he  turned  aside 
a  little  from  their  sight.  He  drew  back,  however,  as 
Abassa  stepped  from  behind  a  clump  of  palms  and  ad 
dressed  him  with  hurried  eagerness. 

"  My  dear  lord,"  she  said,  her  voice  silvery  with  love, 
"  surely  thou  canst  spare  a  moment  to  thy  wife?  " 
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"  May  thy  days  be  white,  Princess  Abassa !  "  he  replied 
gravely. 

"  And  thine,  Lord  Jaafar — may  they  be  prolonged  that 
thou  mayst  continue  to  bless  the  eyes  of  thy  servant 
Abassa  with  sight  of  thee.  But  didst  thou  not  receive 
the  letter  I  wrote  thee?" 

"  I  did  indeed  receive  it  and  burned  it  unread  !  Send 
me  not  another,  or  I  must  return  it  by  the  messenger, 
when  it  may  fall  into  the  hands  of  thy  brother,  or  of  the 
queen." 

"  Zobeide's ! "  Yacutta's  words  returned  to  her. 
"  Surely  the  queen  would  but  sympathize  with  us  both 
in  our  love  ?  " 

Jaafar  replied  sternly  :  "  Nay ;  none  may  honourably 
sympathise  with  what  is  so  expressly  forbidden  by  the 
descendant  of  the  Prophet,  least  of  all  his  wife  ! " 

"  There  are  things  forbidden  by  the  Prophet  himself, 
whose  word  is  surely  of  greater  weight  than  the  whim  of 
his  descendant." 

"  I  pray  thee,  speak  what  thou  hast  to  say  clearly, 
Madam !  I  would  not  suspect  thee  undeservedly  of  two 
meanings  to  thy  words." 

But  Abassa  already  repented  the  expression  of  her  new 
born  suspicion,  and  answered  quickly, 

"  What  can  I  mean,  save  that  Harun  hath  but  made  a 
mock  of  us  by  this  union,  which  is  no  union,  and  which 
he  selfishly  devised  but  to  pleasure  himself !  " 

"His  pleasure  is  also  mine,"  returned  Jaafar,  "and 
naught  shall  make  me  gainsay  his  will.  I  pray  thee 
henceforth  to  give  no  shadow  of  seeming  to  any  contrary 
case  by  sending  me  thy  messengers." 

"  And  I  !  "  cried  Abassa  hotly,  her  pent-up  emotion 
overflowing  its  bounds  at  his  indifference — "Thou  mayst 
easily  be  contented  with  this  farce,  for  thou  art  a  man 
and  entitled  to  three  other  wives.  But  I  am  fast  bound 
to  thee  for  my  life,  yet  being  married,  still  have  no  hus 
band.  Dost  think  thou  and  my  brother  have  dealt  well 
by  me  also?  " 

Jaafar  looked  at  her  uncertainly.  This  was  a  view 
which  he  had  not  considered  before. 
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"But  thou  didst  consent  thereto,"  he  said  doubtfully. 

"  Consent — ay,  would  I  dare  refuse  Harun  when  he 
commanded!  that  I  consent?"  Then,  at  the  growing 
compassion  in  his  face  :  "  Beside,  thou  knowest  that  I 
love  thee,  Jaafar,  and  I  thought  it  would  bring  me  nearer 
thee,  for  I  thought  that  in  time  my  great  love  would  win 
thine — and  Harun  loveth  thee  so  deeply,  he  would  for 
give  thee  much,  Jaafar." 

At  this  repetition  of  his  mother's  words  Jaafar  hard 
ened  and  his  face  flushed  with  something  very  like  anger 
as  he  replied, 

"  Rather  than  disobey  Harun's  commands  I  would 
never  look  upon  thy  face  again  I  I  pray  thee,  give  heed 
to  my  words,  for  if  thou  heed  them  not,  thou  wilt  but 
exile  me  and  be  no  nearer  thy  object,  for  I  swear  to  thee 
as  I  swore  to  Harun,  that  never  shalt  thou  be  more  wife 
to  me  than  thou  art  at  this  moment  !  " 

Abassa  studied  his  face  for  a  moment,  her  own  grow 
ing  pale  and  menacing.  She  was  for  the  first  time  con 
vinced  that  his  purpose  was  fixed  and  not  to  be  changed. 
Her  suspicions  flamed  up  to  a  sudden  great  fire  within 
her. 

"  And  I  say  to  thee,"  she  said  quietly,  "  that  if  this  be 
so,  bitterly  shalt  thou  repent  the  day  thou  first  sawest 
me.  Beware  also  lest  another  come  between  thee  and 
me.  Her  will  I  not  spare  !  " 

Jaafar  passed  on  toward  the  queen  who  had  directed 
more  than  one  curious  glance  toward  them  during  the 

o  o 

conversation.  Harun  stood  moodily  beside  her.  As  the 
slave  Gulnare  turned  away  she  had  met  the  khalif  directly, 
and  at  sight  of  her  face  he  had  started  sharply,  for  his 
mind  was  forced  back  across  the  bridge  of  his  memory 
to  another  flower-like  face  resembling  this,  the  face  of 
the  first  love  of  his  youth,  a  love  like  a  flame  that  burned 
up  all  honour,  tenderness  and  virtue  in  its  path.  He 
covered  his  pale  mouth  with  his  hand  as  he  asked  sharply, 
"  Who  is  the  slave  I  met  but  now  ?  "  Zobeide  was  looking 
away  toward  Abassa  and  Jaafar  and  replied  carelessly, 

"  Doubtless  thou  meanest  the  slave  of  Geber's  daugh 
ter?" 
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"  The  slave  of  Geber's  daughter  !  Is  Geber's  daughter 
here  ?" 

"  I  sent  for  her.  It  was  but  a  whim,"  replied  Zobeide, 
seeing  that  something  was  wrong  with  Harun.  "  Doth 
the  presence  of  the  girl  annoy  thee,  my  lord  ?  I  thought 
but  to  do  honour  to  the  man  whom  thou  hast  delighted 
to  honour.  She  is  uninteresting  :  I  will  dismiss  her." 

"  Not  so !  It  is  my  wish  that  thou  continue  thine 
attention  to  the  girl  and  that  both  she  and  her  slave 
shall  be  often  here.  I  would  secure  some  hold  over  the 
man  Geber,"  he  added  at  Zobeide's  inquiring  glance, 
"  and  this  may  perchance  be  best  done  through  his 
daughter." 

"And  is  the  slave  also  necessary  to  thy  design?" 

"  Is  she  not  chosen  of  Geber  to  know  his  secrets  ? 
Thou  wert  thyself  closely  occupied  with  her  when  I  ad 
vanced  to  greet  thee."  It  was  Zobeide's  turn  for  defence, 
but  being  a  woman  and  the  queen  of  a  harem,  she  was  at 
no  loss,  but  shrugged  her  shoulders  lightly. 

"  I  requested  of  her  a  charm  to  avert  the  evil  eye,  for 
I  have  felt  a  trifle  languid  of  late,  but  she  assured  me 
that  Geber  had  taught  her  naught  concerning  charms." 

"Art  thou  indeed  lacking  in  thy  usual  strength, 
Light  of  my  Life?"  asked  Harun  anxiously.  "Wilt 
thou  not  go  to  the  hills  with  thy  court  before  I  start 
forth  on  this  war  to  reduce  these  insolent  Greeks? 
Jaafar  shall  remain  to  govern  the  city  and  thou  shalt 
withdraw  to  the  higher  country  before  the  warmer 
weather  comes.  Or  wilt  thou  that  I  send  Jaafar  against 
the  Greeks  while  I  remain  here  with  thee.  Thou  hast 
but  to  speak,  Blood  of  my  Heart,  and  thy  wish  is  thine, 
if  it  cost  me  a  kingdom."  Zobeide  smiled  under  Harun's 
passionate  gaze. 

"  Nay,  Lord  of  my  Heart,  shall  it  be  said  that  thy 
queen  Zobeide  hampered  thee  in  the  discharge  of  thy 
manifest  duty,  like  any  nervous,  selfish  woman  ?  Thou 
shalt  go  and  punish  the  Greeks  and  I  will  remain  here 
that  I  may  be  the  first  to  welcome  thee  on  thy  victorious 
return." 

"  I  honour  thee  as  my  true  consort ! "  he  said  in  a  low 
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tone.  "  Never  was  woman  such  as  thou  granted  before 
to  be  the  idol  of  a  man's  soul !  "  He  said  no  more,  for 
Jaafar  was  advancing  to  pay  his  respects  to  the  queen. 
Harun  interrupted  his  greeting  with  a  motion  demanding 
silence.  The  Prophet  forbade  music  as  he  forbade  all 
other  stimulants  to  the  senses,  but  in  this  respect  at  least 
Harun  interpreted  the  law  as  being  at  least  partly  alle 
gorical  and,  passionately  fond  of  music  himself,  he  en 
couraged  in  it  a  high  state  of  art.  From  behind  the 
curtains  which  hid  the  singers  now  floated  the  tones  of 
n  lovely  voice,  each  note  falling  like  a  rounded  pearl,  or 
rising  with  the  flight  of  a  samarman  *  from  its  morning 
nest. 

The  rose  was  a  thorn  ! 

In  the  heat  of  the  desert  it  languished ; 
The  rose  was  a  thorn  ! 

In  its  heart  dwelt  a  memory  anguished. 

The  rose  dreamt  a  dream 

Of  the  green  buds  of  Paradise  swelling ; 

The  rose  dreamt  a  dream 

In  the  gardens  of  Paradise  dwelling. 

The  rose  was  a  thorn  ! 

With  the  light  of  the  Prophet's  eye  flooded; 
The  rose  was  a  thorn, 

From  the  sweat  of  the  Prophet  it  budded. 

Harun  started  forward  as  the  song  quivered  into  silence. 
"  Who  is  the  singer?"  he  cried.  "  Bring  her  that  I  may 
free  her  !  " 

"  Nay,  my  lord  !  "  said  Zobeide  softly.  "  If  thou  free 
her,  then  will  she  sing  for  us  no  more.  Rather  will  we 
beautify  the  cage  and  keep  the  bird  therein.  I  will  give 
her  a  pearl  necklace." 

Harun  yielded  with  a  smile  and  began  a  conversation 
with  his  sister  Abassa.  Zobeide  turned  from  earshot 
toward  Jaafar  and  bent  upon  him  one  of  her  rare  smiles 
which  illuminated  her  face  like  sunshine. 

"  Art  thou  weary  with  affairs  of  state,  my  Lord  Jaafar, 
that  thou  art  so  grave  to-day?" 

*  Samarman — a  species  of  thrush. 
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"  Nay,  who  could  be  weary  when  the  Morning  hath 
thrilled  us  with  renewed  life  ?  "  The  words  were  in  the 
form  of  a  conventional  compliment,  but  something  in 
the  depth  of  tone  in  which  they  were  uttered  brought 
the  blood  to  Zobeide's  cheek. 

"  Thou  wert  at  Geber's  yester  evening,"  she  said  ab 
ruptly.  "  Wilt  thou  tell  me  for  what  purpose  ? "  She 
searched  his  face  with  her  great  eyes.  Jaafar  hesitated 
for  a  moment,  thinking  of  all  that  the  interview  had 
included. 

"  I  was  sent  by  my  father  upon  a  matter  concerning 
my  younger  brother  Muhammed." 

"And  that  was  all  the  object  of  thy  visit?"  She 
spoke  coldly,  and  Jaafar  was  disconcerted. 

"  Believe  me,  Light  of  the  World,"  he  said  at  last 
with  convincing  earnestness,  "  My  greatest  joy  in  life 
would  be  to  lay  bare  to  thee  the  deepest  secrets  of  my 
soul.  Naught  would  I  keep  from  thee  that  I  might  in 
honour  reveal." 

"  There  is  naught  that  thou  couldst  tell,  Jaafar,  to 
which  I  would  not  lend  a  willing  ear,"  she  said  softly, 
raising  her  liquid  eyes  to  his  for  a  brief  moment  and  let 
ting  his  soul  drown  in  their  depths.  He  drew  his  breath 
sharply  as  she  withdrew  her  gaze. 

"  There  are  things  to  which  my  soul  doth  forbid  utter 
ance,  though  I  doubt  not  thy  divine  pity  and  forgive 
ness,"  he  said  unsteadily.  Zobeide  made  a  gesture  of 
impatience. 

"  I  would  not  learn  thy  secrets  against  thy  will." 

"  Nay,  Madam,  I  have  no  will  when  I  am  with  thee  !  " 
He  spoke  sadly,  for  he  had  suddenly  recognised  the  ex 
treme  weakness  of  his  strong  manhood  when  coping  with 
his  passion  and  the  alluring  temptation  of  a  woman's 
tongue.  "  Thou  knowest  not  what  thou  dost  ask  !  "  he 
muttered,  under  the  compelling  eyes  raised  to  his  face 
till  he  flushed  and  trembled  beneath  them.  She  would 
not  leave  him  even  his  barren  victory  over  himself. 

"  No  doubt  thou  hast  reasons  for  concealment,"  she  said 
indifferently  and  then  added  suddenly  :  "  Harun  meaneth 
to  leave  thee  here  to  govern  the  city  while  he  is  upon 
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this  expedition.  I  shall  depend  upon  thy  protection." 
Jaafar  turned  paler  than  before. 

"  That  may  not  be  !  "  he  said  hastily  ;  then  added, 
"  Harun  hath  ever  called  me  to  his  side  in  battle.  It  may 
not  be  that  I  should  remain  here  in  languorous  ease  while 
he  faces  the  enemy  alone  !  " 

"Then  thou  wilt  refuse?"  She  did  not  wait  for  his 
answer,  but  turned  indifferently  away  ;  but  her  beautiful 
face  had  grown  cold  and  proud,  and  Harun  wondered  how 
his  favourite  had  offended  his  queen.  Through  the  room 
echoed  the  unending  chant, 

"  Doth  not  God  well  know  that  which  is  in  the  breast 
of  His  creatures  ?  " 

That  night  a  heavily- veiled  figure,  unrecognisable  in  its 
outer  garments,  and  attended  by  two  eunuchs  also  dis 
guised  past  the  possibility  of  recognition,  was  ushered 
into  Geber's  presence.  His  lips  curled  in  a  cruel  smile  of 
satisfaction  when  his  eyes  rested  on  them. 

"  Thou  hast  had  a  dream  of  which  thou  desirest  the 
interpretation  ?  "  he  asked. 

"Yea,  a  dream,"  faltered  the  muffled  voice. 

"  I  will  tell  thee  thy  dream  and  the  interpretation 
thereof,"  continued  Geber.  For  some  moments  he  spoke, 
unheeding  the  low  cries  and  choked  sobs  with  which  he 
was  interrupted.  When  the  figure  had  passed  out  has 
tily,  Geber  lifted  the  ring  which  she  had  laid  upon  a  table 
and  looked  at  it  in  a  puzzled  silence.  He  had  more  than 
once  seen  it  on  the  hand  of  the  Queen  Zobeide. 

"  Yet  that  was  Abassa,  the  khalif's  sister,"  he  mused, 
"who  hath  but  now  welded  together  the  second  link  in 
the  chain  which  shall  drag  down  Harun  and  all  he  loves 
and  honours  to  be  the  sport  of  my  revenge.  Doubtless 
the  queen  lent  her  the  ring  for  some  whim  and  it  hath 
been  left  with  me  by  mistake.  It  shall  be  well  cared  for. 
A  queen's  ring  may  be  of  great  use  at  times." 

A  few  moments  longer  he  sat  motionless,  and  then 
drawing  his  mantle  over  his  shoulders  he  passed  out  into 
the  night  unattended.  Avoiding  the  frequented  streets, 
he  finally  reached  a  squalid  corner  of  the  city  where 
miserable  reed-thatched  huts  crouched  raggedly  together 
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in  the  shadow  of  the  city  walls,  like  beggars  hiding  their 
sores  under  their  filthy  rags.  Geber  muttered  angrily  to 
himself  as  his  feet  slipped  in  the  slime  of  the  narrow  alley 
to  which  the  cleansing  sun  never  penetrated. 

"  Swine  in  a  muck-yard  !  Surely,  death  can  be  naught 
but  a  grateful  release  from  such  an  existence.  Yet  for 
the  interest  of  knowledge  and  the  one  great  Science,  must 
I  never  cease  to  torture  them  back  into  it  again.  And 
for  the  most  part,  the  poor  fools  are  more  grateful  to  me 
for  my  doubtful  service  than  are  the  rich  who  have 
everything  wherewith  to  make  this  life  attractive  and 
have  far  less  promised  to  them  in  the  next.  Here  it  is 
at  last ! " 

He  was  obliged  to  bend  his  head  to  enter  the  sagging 
doorway  before  him.  A  ragged  mat  of  reeds  alone  shut 
out  the  weather,  but  even  this  obstruction  to-night  was 
sufficient  to  make  the  atmosphere  of  the  hut's  single 
room  almost  intolerable.  Geber  strangled  in  his  breath, 
and  taking  one  angry  step  back  towards  the  door,  reached 
out  his  hand  and  tearing  the  mat  from  its  fastenings, 
threw  it  into  the  street. 

"  Did  I  not  tell  thee  that  the  lad's  life  depended  upon 
his  breathing  wholesome  air?"  he  demanded.  "  And  yet 
thou  dost  stew  him  in  this  vile  air  of  which  but  a  breath 
doth  strangle  me  outright!" 

A  woman  crouched  over  the  empty  hearth. 

"  Thou  wilt  grow  accustomed  to  it,"  she  said  in  a  dull 
voice,  without  turning  her  head.  "  One  can  grow  accus 
tomed  to  all  things  in  life." 

"The  air  hath  not  been  so  bad  till  now  that  the  torch 
is  lit,  Master,"  said  a  faint  voice  from  the  further  corner 
of  the  room.  Geber's  keen  eyes  flashed  over  the  form  of 
the  boy  who  lay  with  but  the  skin  of  a  wild  ass  between 
him  and  the  caked  mud  floor.  His  eyes  were  very  bright 
and  his  face  flushed  with  a  hard  colour  under  the  skin, 
while  his  claw-like  fingers  moved  constantly  and  ner 
vously. 

"  Thou  art  better !  "  cried  Geber,  even  before  his 
fingers  fell  upon  the  patient's  pulse. 

"  Far    better,    indeed,    Master !  "  he    replied    eagerly. 
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"  Until  an  hour  ago  the  fever  hath  not  touched  me  the 
entire  day." 

"  And  the  medicine  I  left  for  thee  ?  '' 

"  I  have  taken  it  faithfully.  Mother,  wilt  thou  bring 
the  little  papers." 

At  his  voice  the  motionless  figure  on  the  hearth  stirred 
and  rose.  From  the  bosom  of  her  dirty  tunic  she  ex 
tracted  some  folded  papers  and  laid  them  in  Geber's  hand. 

"  How  couldst  thou  determine  the  exact  time  for  each, 
having  no  clock?"  he  asked,  having  counted  them.  She 
pointed  to  a  stick  upright  in  the  floor.  Beyond  it  were 
lines  drawn  in  the  clay. 

"  The  sun  shines  for  the  poor  as  well  as  for  the  rich," 
she  said  sullenly,  but  in  a  sweet  and  delicately  modulated 
voice. 

"  But  I  shall  soon  have  another  way  of  telling  the  time," 
began  the  boy  excitedly.  "  And  that  without  either  the 
sun  or  running  water,  if  all  goes  well.  When  I  can  walk 
again,  Master,  I  will  show  thee  a  wheel  weighted  with 
stones  in  such  a  manner  that  by  its  height  I  can  tell  the 
hour  even  on  a  cloudy  day."  Geber  laid  his  finger  again 
on  the  boy's  wrist. 

"  Thou  must  talk  no  more  now,"  he  said,  but  his  voice 
was  gentle  and  there  was  a  kindly  light  in  his  eyes  as 
they  rested  on  the  patient's  eager  face.  "  Thou  shalt 
surely  show  me  the  toy  another  day,"  he  added  sooth 
ingly  ;  "  but  to-night  thou  must  not  excite  thy  brain  to 
a  greater  fever  than  the  one  I  have  nearly  broken  on  thee, 
thanks  to  these  little  white  grains,"  tapping  the  powders 
which  he  still  held  in  his  hand. 

"  But  there  is  so  tiny  a  portion  of  the  medicine  in  each 
paper,"  said  the  lad  wonderingly.  "  It  seemeth  miracu 
lous  that  it  can  accomplish  anything  in  my  great  body." 

"  That  ignorance  is  not  thine  alone,  boy,  so  I  can  for 
give  thee.  These  ignorant  dogs  to  whom  Harun  the 
Khalif  hath  granted  licences  to  poison  with  their  decoc 
tions  the  sick  victims  who  are  but  one  degree  more  igno 
rant  than  themselves,  think  that  medicine  is  of  no  value 
unless  dealt  out  by  the  kist  or  the  dorach*  while  I  tell 
*  Dorach — 20  pounds  of  water. 
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thee  that  a  single  drop  diluted  a  thousand  times  will  oft 
work  miracles  where  a  joliem*  of  the  elixir  of  life  itself 
would  fail !  " 

Geber  had  arisen  and  was  pacing  up  and  down  the 
little  room.  The  woman  crouched  again  motionless  and 
silent  over  the  hearth  and  the  boy,  Aba,  lay  very  still, 
scarce  daring  to-breathe,  lest  he  should  interrupt  the  train 
of  Geber's  soliloquy.  A  strong  bond  had  formed  be 
tween  the  child's  soul  and  the  man's  during  the  course  of 
a  long  illness.  The  lad  worshipped  the  great  physician, 
whose  motives  in  saving  his  life  he  did  not  question,  with 
the  passionate  devotion  of  a  generous  spirit  and  a  high 
soul.  This  love  inspired  him  with  the  knowledge  of 
when  speech  and  when  silence  would  be  most  sympa 
thetic  to  the  master's  mood. 

"  Did  they  not  dose  thee  first  with  two  kists  of  ass's 
milk  a  day  for  thy  spleen — enough  in  itself  to  unfit  the 
organ  for  further  use — and  then  did  they  not  add  to  that 
a  mustaruin  f  of  hydromel,  together  with  asafoetida  and 
honey?  Faugh!  I  wonder  that  thou  hadst  not  died 
under  it  before  I  found  thee  !  I  tell  thee  that  Nature 
alone  is  the  healer.  Thou  canst  aid,  thou  canst  not 
coerce  her.  For  every  ailment  that  doth  fret  man  under 
the  sun  she  hath  provided  an  antidote  and  a  cure  some 
where  in  her  domain.  The  willows  grow  in  marshy  places 
and,  if  thou  but  gnaw  their  bitter  bark,  thou  dost  escape 
the  fevers  bred  of  the  foul  dampness.  But  these  ignorant 
ones  load  the  already  over-worked  system  with  this  nox 
ious  mess  of  milk,  and  when  one  doth  not  recover  from 
the  milk,  they  repeat  charms  to  fright  away  \\\Q  jinnee  or 
to  avert  the  evil  eye.  Nature  is  a  well-broken  horse  ;  she 
needeth  but  a  touch  of  the  rein  to  suggest  her  course. 
But  these  fools  would  ride  her  with  the  heaviest  of  whips, 
while  they  wonder  at  her  spoiled  temper.  'Tis  many 
against  the  one!  While  I  teach  they  listen  that  they 
may  go  away  and  laugh  among  themselves  at  this,  my 
foolish  doctrine  of  the  Minorativcs.  At  the  cures  I  ac 
complish  by  my  theories,  they  whisper  of  black  magic. 
They  yelp  at  my  heels  like  a  pack  of  wild  dogs,  and  if  ever 
*  Johem  — 10  pounds  of  water.  t  Mustarum— Z1A  °z- 
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Geber  falters  or  falls,  that  day  will  he  be  torn  to  pieces 
and  scattered  to  the  four  winds  of  the  desert.  And  when 
that  day  comes,"  he  added  slowly,  while  an  intense  sad 
ness  crept  into  his  eyes  which  looked  far  beyond  the 
walls  of  the  little  room,  "  when  that  day  comes,  who 
will  remember  Geber's  name,  or  who  will  know  that 
Geber  hath  spent  his  life  in  a  search  for  truth  ?" 

"All  those  thy  fellow-creatures  whom  thou  hast  in  any 
way  benefited."  It  was  the  sick  boy  who  spoke,  but  to 
Geber  it  was  as  if  his  own  soul  had  suddenly  been  granted 
a  human  tongue  with  which  to  answer  him,  and  he  scarcely 
heard  the  rest  of  the  warm,  rushing  speech. 

"  Dost  thou  think,  Master,  that  I  shall  ever  cease  to 
worship  thy  goodness  that,  from  the  thousands  who  suf 
fer  in  the  city,  selected  me  to  be  benefited  by  thy  won 
drous  learning?  And  I  doubt  not,  many  are  there  of 
whom  I  know  not,  who  for  the  same  reason  bless  the 
name  of  Geber  with  every  breath  they  draw  in  their 
healed  bodies.  I  am  but  an  ignorant  boy  and  my  father 
only  a  ustad*  of  slaves,  but  still  this  I  know,  for  I  have 
learned  it  from  thine  own  lips:  while  the  world  lives, 
Truth  will  live,  for  the  law  of  the  universe  is  Truth,  un 
alterable  and  unchangeable.  And  while  Truth  lives,  the 
name  of  Geber  and  of  what  he  hath  sought  and  found  in 
her  name  will  live  also.  The  nations  forget  the  truths 
they  have  learned.  They  forget ;  and  the  wisdom  they 
have  so  painfully  acquired  sinketh  back  into  the  gulf  of 
the  Unknown,  but  it  doth  not  therefore  die.  A  day 
cometh  when  the  nations  remember  what  they  have  for 
gotten  and  thou— thou  shalt  also  remember  the  wisdom 
thou  dost  possess  to-day,  and  they  shall  remember 
thee  !  " 

He  had  raised  himself  from  the  Onega's  skin  and  from 
his  gaunt  white  face  his  eyes  burned  with  a  strange  deep 
glow,  as  if  they  too  looked  on  other  things  than  the 
sordid  walls  of  the  hut.  Geber,  watching  him  in  wonder, 
saw  the  glow  dull  in  his  eyes  and  the  lines  of  his  face 
grow  rigid  as  he  sank  back  heavily  upon  the  floor.  Then 
the  mystic  gave  place  to  the  physician,  and  with  a  look  of 
*  Ustad — overseer. 
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anxiety  he  forced  a  few  drops  of  a  strong  stimulant  be 
tween  the  blue  lips.  In  a  moment  the  red  tide  flowed 
back  through  its  accustomed  channels  and  the  boy's  eyes 
opened  and  smiled  up  in  loving  gratitude  as  he  drank 
from  the  cup  held  to  his  lips. 

"  Thou  must  not  speak  one  other  word  to-night,  lad," 
warned  Geber.  "  I  will  come  again  to-morrow  at  the 
usual  hour  ;  now  thou  must  sleep." 

He  sat  in  silent  patience  upon  his  own  cloak,  for  the 
hut  was  bare  of  all  articles  of  furniture,  until  he  saw  his 
patient  fall  softly  into  a  deep  sleep.  Then  he  arose  to 
depart.  At  the  movement  the  woman  also  raised  herself 
and  stepped  before  the  doorway. 

"  His  father,"  she  said,  her  eyes  meeting  Geber's  for  a 
moment.  Looking  into  them  he  thought  of  a  fathomless 
midnight  pool  untouched  by  wind.  "  His  father  was  not 
an  overseer  of  slaves  as  the  boy  imagines — though  in 
truth,  his  slaves  are  counted  by  the  thousand  and  woe  to 
them  all — woe — woe  !  " 

"  The  boy's  father?  "  suggested  Geber  after  waiting  a 
little.  He  felt  strangely  eager  to  hear  what  name  should 
fall  from  her  lips. 

"  Nay,  why  should  I  tell  thee  !  "  she  said  turning  away. 
"  Not  yet,  not  yet.  I  will  tell  thee  when — "  her  mutter 
ing  became  indistinct  and  she  crouched  down  again  over 
the  hearth.  Geber  looked  at  her  for  a  little  as  if  unde 
cided,  then  shrugging  his  shoulders  he  stepped  out  into 
the  night  and  walked  hastily  toward  home.  But  ever  in 
his  ears  rang  the  boy's  words,  "  All  those  thy  fellow- 
creatures  whom  thou  hast  in  any  way  benefited."  Whom 
had  he  ever  really  benefited,  he  asked  himself  with  the 
unsparing  honesty  a  man  uses  in  perhaps  one  hour  in  his 
life  between  himself  and  his  soul.  Even  the  poor  lad 
himself  had  held  no  manner  of  interest  for  him  at  first, 
save  as  a  creature  to  be  experimented  upon  for  the 
furtherance  of  his  own  knowledge,  a  creature  so  poor  and 
obscure  that  his  death  would  never  be  noted,  should  his 
experiments  not  succeed;  and  yet  the  boy  worshipped 
him  for  his  goodness! 

He  too  was  young  once  and  filled  with  just  such  pure 
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and  generous  aspirations  as  he  had  often  read  in  those 
frank  young  eyes.  He  too  had  once  been  innocent  and 
unlearned  in  the  world's  evil.  Almost  it  seemed  as  if 
that  had  been  in  another  life,  where  there  were  no  curd 
ling  wrongs,  no  tempting  knowledge  of  evil  power,  no 
gnawing  longings  for  revenge  which  eat  up  all  joy  in  life 
and  still  remain  insatiate.  If  he  could  stand  again  at  the 
parting  of  the  ways  and  could  again  choose,  which  path 
would  be  his  choice?  Should  he  go  back?  That  neces 
sity  has  deterred  many  a  one  from  changing  his  course  in 
life.  Could  one  start  afresh  from  the  moment  when  he 
recognises  that  he  is  upon  a  wrong  path,  few  would  hesi 
tate  to  do  so,  but  instead  he  must  toil  painfully  back 
over  every  step  of  the  road  up  the  hill  of  difficulty  and 
at  last  enter  upon  the  path  of  peace  scarred  and  broken 
and  spent.  It  is  easier  to  go  on  down.  Should  he  eschew 
all  unsanctified  knowledge  ?  The  knowledge  that  is  for 
bidden  us  is  the  only  knowledge  which  we  crave. 

Suppose  he  should  take  this  boy,  educate  him,  watch 
over  him,  teach  him  to  distinguish  between  the  power  of 
knowledge  which  elevates  and  that  which  plunges  into 
bottomless  abysses  of  unforeseen  and  evil  results.  Sup 
pose  he  should  make  of  this  boy  what  he  himself  might 
have  become — and  had  not.  It  was  the  first  unselfish, 
uncorroded  impulse  that  had  found  a  birthplace  in  his 
heart  for  many  a  long  misery-mad  year,  a  nebulous  sug 
gestion  which  might  or  might  not  become  a  star  in  the 
darkness  of  his  mental  night.  He  raised  his  face  to  the 
heavens  with  the  unexplained  impulse  which  causes  us 
all  to  look  away  from  the  earth  when  in  search  of  some 
thing  greater  and  stronger  than  ourselves. 

"  I  am  very  lonely,"  he  said  aloud  with  the  sudden 
plaintive  accent  of  a  child.  "  All  my  life  my  soul  has 
lived  alone,  untouched  by  the  most  intimate  affections  of 
my  heart,  and  the  loneliness  groweth  greater  and  more  in 
tolerable.  Am  I  remembering  vaguely  and  without  form 
now,  what  I  have  lived  and  forgotten  in  another  life? 
Am  I  suffering  now  the  retribution  for  former  misdeeds 
— and  must  I  surfer  in  yet  another  existence  the  result  of 
what  I  do  in  this?  Is  it  thus  that  the  eternal  balance  is 
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maintained  and  eternal  justice  satisfied  ;  and  is  it  only 
thus  that  I  can  win  to  peace  at  last  ? 

"  Oh  Thou  without  a  beginning  and  without  an  end  !  " 
he  said  suddenly.  "  Thou  Mystic  Circle  who  doth  en 
compass  the  universe  and  doth  incarnate  Thyself  in  every 
form  of  matter,  hear  my  voice  !  " 

Across  the  sudden  vision  in  his  brain  of  some  form  of 
truth  to  which  he  had  before  been  blind  fell  the  black 
remembrance  of  the  unforgiven  injury  of  his  life.  From 
beside  the  radiant  circle  which  his  words  had  drawn, 
gleamed  the  face  of  Harun  the  Just,  triumphant,  con 
temptuous,  indifferent  to  his  own  writhing  agony  of  soul, 
and  beside  this  appeared  the  possibilities  of  his  revenge 
— a  revenge  which  should  involve  a  kingdom  in  its  ruinous 
success  and  leave  the  man  \vho  had  injured  him  bank 
rupt  in  all  that  makes  life  of  value. 

An  instant  the  two  visions  wavered  before  him,  then 
the  fairer  one  dissolved,  leaving  revenge  to  fill  the  sky. 
Geber  drew  his  cloak  more  closely  about  him  as  he  strode 
on  into  the  darkness  and  the  first  prayer  was  left  un 
finished. 


CHAPTER  XII 

Away  I     There's  a  call  in  the  desert  air 
That  bids  me  strangle  each  secret  care, 
And  ho  for  the  hounds  and  my  eager  mare 
And  a  flying  chase  and  a  gallant  kill, 
While  heart  beats  quicker  and  pulses  thrill 
At  the  sound  of  the  hunter's  song  I 

IT  was  Saturday,  the  day  following  the  Moslem  Sab 
bath,  in  the  month  Shawwal.  The  air  gave  promise  of  a 
hot  day,  but  as  yet  only  Dawn's  Left  Hand  was  in  the 
sky  when  the  poet  Ibrahim  and  Aktham  the  jeweller  were 
taking  leave  of  each  other  with  many  and  grateful  salu 
tations  on  the  part  of  the  latter.  They  had  just  concluded 
a  transaction  in  the  cool  of  the  early  morning  whereby 
two  jewel-starred  shoe-buckles  had  changed  hands,  to  the 
great  profit  of  the  smiling  dealer.  Even  the  careless,  im 
provident  poet  recognised  in  some  measure  the  price  he 
paid  for  immunity  from  the  fret  of  bargaining  and  chaf 
fering,  for  he  paused  at  the  door  and  fixed  a  stern  eye  on 
the  beaming  jeweller. 

"  Doth  it  never  affright  thee,  Aktham,  when  thou  near 
est  the  KJiatib  read  openly  to  thee  in  the  mosque  the 
sacred  warning  of  the  Prophet,  '  They  who  devour  usury 
shall  not  arise  from  the  dead,  save  as  ariseth  that  one 
whom  Sheitan  hath  infected  with  a  touch'?" 

Aktham's  face  lost  a  little  of  its  ruddy  colour,  but  he 
replied  with  a  deprecating  smile,  "  Nay,  Shcrif,  call  not 
my  poor  profit  by  so  hard  a  name,  I  pray  thee !  I  wring 
no  high  interest  from  the  poor;  but  if  the  rich  value 
their  whims  for  fine  jewels  and  precious  metals  more  than 
their  money,  why  should  I  refuse  to  earn  my  poor  food 
through  their  extravagance?  It  is  also  written,  '  He 
giveth  wisdom  unto  whom  He  pleaseth,'  and,  Allah  be 
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worshipped  !  He  often  bestoweth  wisdom  on  the  poor 
who  have  naught  beside,  and  denieth  it  to  the  rich,  who 
have  all  else."  Ibrahim  laughed. 

"  Well,  if  thou  art  satisfied  with  thy  prospect  of  heaven, 
friend,  I  have  naught  further  to  say,  for  I  of  a  certainty 
am  well  satisfied  with  thy  jewels.  And  so  indeed  is  the 
Light  of  Mine  Eyes,  on  whose  fairy  feet  these  dainty 
gauds  will  flash  and  twinkle  to-day  in  the  dance."  He 
interrupted  himself  with  an  exclamation  and  shaded  his 
eyes  with  his  hand. 

"The  khalif  gocth  hunting,"  he  said,  and  stood  still  in 
the  doorway  to  watch  the  cavalcade  pass.  By  this  time 
windows  and  doors  on  both  sides  of  the  street  were  also 
opening  the  length  of  the  street,  for  the  khalif's  prepara 
tions  for  a  hunt  were  of  a  magnificence  to  attract  the  at 
tention  of  all  Baghdad  and  to  furnish  topics  for  the  entire 
day's  gossip  in  the  baths,  the  clubs  and  such  of  the 
harems  as  were  fortunate  enough  to  obtain  a  glimpse  of 
the  passing  show,  or  could  secure  an  account  from  others. 
History  has  fortunately  preserved  for  us  descriptions  of 
these  hunts  of  Harun  al  Raschid,  who,  beside  being  a  poet 
and  a  scholar,  a  statesman  and  a  soldier,  was  also  a  leader 
in  all  athletic  achievements  and  the  mightiest  hunter  in 
his  realm. 

First  in  the  procession  which  swept  through  the  narrow 
street,  breaking  the  dream  of  the  lazy  dawn  with  the 
clattering  of  hoofs,  the  shouts  of  voices  and  the  baying  of 
dogs,  came  the  Master  of  the  Hounds.  He  was  clad  in 
scarlet  and  white,  and  held  by  a  silken  leash  a  great  gaze- 
hound,  Harun's  favourite  dog  Sigebut,  who  was  renowned 
even  to  the  gates  of  Constantinople  for  his  courage  and 
swiftness.  Slaver  was  dripping  from  his  eager  fangs  as 
he  strained  at  his  collar,  which  was  a  glittering  mass  of 
gems.  Next  followed  uniformed  slaves,  restraining  with 
whip  and  voice  four  hundred  dogs,  greyhounds  and 
bloodhounds,  each  with  a  wide  collar  set  with  gems  and 
inlaid  with  gold  and  silver.  Behind  these  rode  the  fal 
coners,  with  their  hooded  birds,  followed  by  the  mounted 
archers  and  cross-bow  men  and  a  company  of  Harun's 
guard  armed  with  spear,  mace  and  sword  ;  for  game  both 
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large  and  small,  feathered  and  furred,  was  plentiful  in 
the  plains  around  Baghdad,  and  often  decisive  action  and 
a  heavy  weapon  were  necessary  in  the  chase.  Following 
these  again  came  the  heavy  chariots,  in  each  of  which 
was  chained  a  cheetah,  snarling  with  hunger,  but  cowed 
to  submission  by  the  keeper's  eye  and  loaded  thong. 
Last  came  the  runners  with  the  chase-nets  for  encircling 
the  game.  Preparations  were  in  these  ways  made  for 
dealing  with  many  and  varied  kinds  of  game.  The  Mos 
lem  was  allowed  by  the  Prophet  to  kill  for  food,  for  the 
sake  of  the  skins,  or  to  destroy  dangerous  animals,  and 
the  latitude  allowed  him  in  his  choice  of  game  was  there 
fore  practically  unlimited. 

After  this  throng  had  passed,and  the  noise  and  dust  had 
vanished,  came  the  hunters.  Harun  rode  first,  clothed  in 
white  and  wholly  without  ornament,  save  for  The  Piercer, 
which  hung  as  usual  at  his  side.  His  two  sons  rode  at 
his  either  hand.  He  was  mounted  upon  his  famous 
blood-bay,  Subbah,  the  Rosary,  whose  fine  points  and 
wonderful  achievements  were  the  pride  of  the  whole 
nation  and  the  despair  of  those  rivals  whose  length  of 
pedigree  almost  equalled  in  inches  of  manuscript  the 
length  of  their  stride,  and  who  were  entered  against  her 
in  the  yearly  races  and  games  in  which  Harun  himself 
rode  his  favourite.  Never  yet  had  she  known  defeat, 
though  entered  against  her  had  been  veteran  victors  of 
every  breed  descended  from  the  five  sacred  mares  of  the 
Prophet  and  from  every  horse-breeding  country  under 
the  sun. 

To  the  uninitiated  eye  she  would  not  have  represented 
to-day  our  highest  ideal  of  symmetry  and  beauty  in  horse 
flesh.  The  pointed  muzzle,  soft  and  silky  as  black  satin, 
seemed  all  nostril,  so  large  were  the  flexible  openings,  of 
a  long  oval  in  shape,  expanding  upward  and  outward  and 
showing  their  brilliant  scarlet  linings  at  the  least  dilation. 
The  large  eyes,  instinct  with  dignity  and  intelligence, 
shaded  and  accented  with  long-lashed  lids  of  fine  drawing, 
were  nearly  in  the  centre  of  the  face,  the  broad  forehead 
extending  almost  as  far  above  the  eyes  as  the  muzzle 
tapered  below  it.  In  fact,  the  entire  drawing  of  the  head, 
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from  the  long  lean  lips  to  the  short,  sharp  ears  which 
pointed  in  toward  each  other  until  they  almost  touched, 
formed  a  well-defined  triangle,  from  which  the  curved 
throat  swelled  into  the  light  but  muscular  neck  set  high 
upon  the  short,  powerful  back.  The  quarters  were  long 
and  deep,  the  knees  large  and  square  in  the  broad  and 
rather  short  legs  which  tapered  into  sloping  and  very 
elastic  pasterns  and  ended  in  wide  feet,  very  open  at  the 
heels.  Her  coat  was  of  a  brilliant  bay  with  black  points, 
and  the  short,  silky  hair  shone  in  the  sun  like  burnished 
gold  and  fine  black  silk.  Her  step -under  the  khalif's 
caressing  hand  was  as  dainty  as  a  lady's,  and  at  sound  of 
her  name  in  his  loved  accents  she  arched  her  neck  coquet- 
tishly  and  turned  her  dark  eyes  back  to  his  face. 

Harun  began  to  hum  the  song  which  he  had  composed 
in  her  honour. 

"  Not  for  me  a  woman's  glances 

When  my  Suddah's  brilliant  eye 
Flasheth  like  a  thousand  lances 
As  the  hunt  doth  draw  anigh  !  " 

He  patted  her  neck  with  his  hand,  at  which  attention 
she,  the  mare,  whinnied  gently  in  a  soft  delight  and  cur 
vetted  against  the  iron-grey  Keheilan  ridden  by  Mamun, 
the  son  of  the  Eastern  slave,  Ayesha.  The  grey  mare 
was  too  well-bred  to  resent  being  jostled  by  a  court 
favourite  like  the  khalif's  Rosary  and  continued  her  glid 
ing  gate  with  dignity. 

Amin,  the  son  of  Zobeide,  rode  upon  Harun's  right 
hand  on  a  powerful  chestnut  of  Egyptian  breeding,  full 
of  fire  and  energy,  with  an  air  of  great  character  and  with 
but  the  one  defect  of  being  a  trifle  cow-hocked  from 
being  overweighted  when  young.  The  two  lads  were 
nearly  of  an  age,  being  about  thirteen  or  fourteen  years 
old,  but  with  their  age  all  similarity  ceased.  Amin 
evidently  occupied  his  father's  affection  to  the  exclusion 
of  his  brother,  though  his  face  did  not  shadow  forth  a 
spirit  deserving  of  any  great  devotion.  The  eyes  were 
small  and  set  near  together,  the  chin  was  retreating  and 
the  mouth  which  in  Harun  was  only  severe  and  capable 
of  becoming  gentle  as  well  as  harsh,  expressed  in  Amin 
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merely  cruelty,  while  the  general  character  of  the  whole 
face  was  one  of  sullen  discontent. 

Mamun,  riding  on  the  left,  though  being  the  elder  by 
several  months  and  therefore  heir  to  the  throne,  was 
rarely  successful  in  attracting  his  father's  attention  to 
himself.  He  possessed  the  open,  frank  brow  and  large, 
clear  eyes,  the  sweet  mouth  and  firm  chin  of  his  slave 
mother  Ayesha,  who  has  lived  in  history  but  to  bear  this 
son  to  the  succession  of  the  Khalifate  and  then  has 
vanished  forever  from  its  pages.  Already  the  pride  of 
the  people  was  beginning  to  centre  in  this  prince,  and  to 
him  they  had  given  the  full  measure  of  their  loyal  affec 
tion,  being  newly  convinced  with  the  increase  of  years  of 
the  two  princes,  that  Nature,  herself,  had  crowned  with  his 
seniority  the  most  fitting  for  their  future  king.  Harun, 
however,  in  his  overmastering  love  for  Zobeide,  looked 
with  a  jealous  eye  upon  the  growing  popularity  of 
Ayesha's  son  and  sought  to  counteract  its  effect  by  a 
more  demonstrative  expression  of  favour  towards  the  son 
of  Zobeide.  In  his  heart  was  always  an  uneasy  con 
sciousness  that  she  harboured  against  him  with  a  sense  of 
wrong  the  fact  that  the  son  of  a  slave  should  supersede 
the  son  of  the  daughter  of  Al  Mansour. 

They  were  three  noteworthy  figures  as  they  rode 
abreast  through  the  city  gate  that  morning.  Harun,  with 
the  dignity  of  his  years  lightened  and  fired  with  the  ex 
citement  of  the  chase,  a  tinge  of  colour  on  his  olive  face 
in  the  fresh  morning  breeze,  and  his  keen,  far-sighted 
eyes  already  sweeping  the  desert  horizon  like  an  eagle's 
for  its  prey  ;  and  the  two  young  men,  upon  whom  rested 
the  future  hopes  of  the  empire,  sitting  their  restive  horses 
with  the  inborn  and  inbred  ease  of  the  desert.  Follow 
ing  them  rode  a  gay  company  of  hunters  and  courtiers, 
for  Harun's  court  was  as  accustomed  to  the  saddle  as  it 
was  to  the  durbar  or  divan.  His  restless  spirit  called  his 
court  together  in  the  open  nearly  as  often  as  beneath  the 
roof  of  the  palace  or  judgment  hall,  and  many  a  weighty 
question  owed  the  turn  of  its  decision  to  the  confinement 
of  a  rainy  day,  or  the  joyous  inspiration  of  a  bird-like 
flight  beneath  an  open  sky. 
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Foremost  among  this  company  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  re 
strained  with  difficulty  the  eager  stride  of  Ghalia  to  a 
proper  distance  behind  the  khalif.  His  face  was  pale, 
and  though  his  eyes  brightened  for  a  moment  as  he  re 
turned  the  gay  greeting  of  his  friend  Ibrahim,  it  darkened 
again  into  a  watchful  suspicion  as  it  fell  on  Harun  and 
his  two  sons.  He  felt  in  no  mood  for  a  holiday  expedi 
tion,  but  the  khalif's  request  for  his  attendance  amounted 
to  a  command  which  could  not  be  evaded.  He  noted 
that  Mamun's  eyes  rested  wistfully  upon  his  father's  face, 
but  the  khalif's  attention  was  fixed  upon  Amin's  chestnut 
mare. 

"  I  already  have  doubts  of  my  wisdom,  son,  in  acquies 
cing  in  thy  choice  of  a  horse  yesterday,"  he  said  a  little 
anxiously,  as  the  chestnut  lashed  out  with  a  vicious  side 
kick  at  an  encroaching  neighbour.  "  I  confess  upon  better 
acquaintance  I  like  her  eye  but  little  to-day,  though 
yesterday  at  her  trial  she  certainly  seemed  as  quiet  as 
could  be  desired.  If  the  man  hath  tricked  me,  he  shall 
pay  dearly  for  it.  I  would  I  had  not  risked  thy  precious 
life  to-day  upon  any  uncertainty  of  the  brute's."  Amin 
laughed  carelessly,  and  with  a  skilful  tightening  of  the 
rein  made  the  mare  prance  angrily. 

"  She  knoweth  her  master  and  will  not  venture  too 
far,"  he  boasted.  "  Moreover,  there  is  not  a  mare  in  our 
country — save  it  be  Subbah  there — who  is  her  match  for 
speed  and  staying-power.  In  truth  I  have  a  desire  to 
match  her  even  against  Subbah  at  the  next  royal  races." 
He  cast  a  glance  at  Harun,  partly  playful  and  also  partly 
in  real  envy. 

"  Mamun  there  may  hold  to  his  safe,  slow  grey,  but 
give  me  something  between  my  knees  which  hath  life 
and  requireth  a  rider  and  a  master  as  well !  " 

Harun  looked  fondly  at  the  strong,  well-knit  figure 
which  sat  the  powerful  horse  with  so  proud  a  grace. 
Mamun  tightened  his  grasp  on  his  camel-hair  rein  and 
compressed  his  lips  at  the  taunting  sneer  in  his  brother's 
words  and  voice.  He  made  no  reply,  though  he  might 
have  retorted  with  the  tale  of  how  he  had  found  Amin 
but  an  hour  before  torturing  and  fretting  the  chestnut 
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with  a  branch  from  the  thorn  tree  to  produce  the  life  he 
desired,  and  of  how  he  had  desisted  only  upon  Mamun's 
threat  to  appeal  to  Harun,  knowing  that  not  even  his 
father's  partiality  would  endure  that  he  should  abuse  his 
horse  and  go  unpunished.  They  were  now  out  of  the 
city  gates  and  the  horsemen  were  sweeping  along  over 
the  plain,  spread  into  a  semicircle.  Occasionally  they 
passed  clumps  of  cocoanut  palms,  or  farmsteads  and 
orchards  of  fruit,  the  blooming  apricot,  peach  and  almond 
trees  filling  the  warm  air  with  fragrance.  Brilliant  little 
lizards  scurried  off  the  rocks  at  the  vibrating  thunder  of 
approaching  hoofs  and  black  and  green  scorpions  re 
treated  farther  into  their  hiding-places.  The  white  sea- 
daffodils  and  the  red  hibiscus  dotted  the  more  fertile 
wild  spots  with  colour,  and  now  and  then  a  lapwing  or  a 
sparrow-hawk  darted  through  the  upper  air,  while  the 
song  of  the  Samarman,  a  species  of  thrush,  sounded  often 
from  beneath  their  very  feet.  The  wadis,  no  longer  swol 
len  with  the  winter  rains,  had  become  tiny  rivulets,  here 
and  there  green  with  water-cress.  Along  their  retreating 
banks  still  clustered  the  violet  and  the  anemone,  while 
the  yellow  and  purple  gilliflower  mingled  with  the  poppy 
in  the  stretches  of  maize,  wheat  and  barley.  The  yearly 
miracle  of  Isaiah  had  been  accomplished  when  "  The 
desert  shall  rejoice  and  blossom  like  the  rose." 

After  the  hunting-party  had  put  several  miles  between 
themselves  and  the  city,  Harun  turned  and  beckoned  to 
Rafi  to  ride  beside  him,  while  the  two  princes  fell  back 
among  a  gay  company  of  their  friends.  Harun  inspected 
Rafi's  mare  critically,  as  obeying  a  single  motion  of  her 
rider's  hand  she  sprang  forward  to  the  khalif's  side. 

"  She  is  also  of  the  Kuhl  breed  ?  "  he  asked,  noting  her 
perfections  with  a  jealous  eye  ;  how  her  blue-black  coat 
glistened  in  the  sun  as  if  painted  with  antimony  and  with 
what  a  full,  noble  curve  her  proud  head  joined  her  throat, 
giving  promise  of  unobstructed  breathing — a  point  so 
necessary  for  the  endurance  of  the  horse  often  required 
to  travel  twenty-four  hours  at  a  stretch,  under  the  desert 
sun  as  well  as  under  it?  night  skies. 

"  Whence  had  you  her?  " 
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Rafi  changed  colour  with  a  variety  of  conflicting  emo 
tions.  He  had  no  desire  to  relate  to  the  khalif  the  cir 
cumstances  which  had  made  him  the  possessor  of  his 
perfect  mare,  yet  was  he  dangerously  flattered  by  the 
notice  accorded  her  by  this  royal  judge  of  the  perfec 
tions  of  horse-flesh.  He  could  not  refuse  to  allow  her 
to  be  admired  by  one  capable  of  such  nice  discrimination 
in  the  matter  of  the  admirable  points  of  a  horse,  yet  the 
encouragement  of  too  fervent  an  admiration  might 
easily  lead  to  a  desire  for  possession ;  and  with  Harun 
to  desire  was  practically  to  possess  on  the  instant,  as 
Rafi  knew  too  well.  Therefore  his  reply  was  skilfully 
worded. 

"  She  was  brought  from  Badaween,  Sire,  and  I  had  her 
of  one  of  the  wandering  tribes  of  the  desert  some  two  or 
three  years  gone." 

"  Hath  she  speed  beyond  the  ordinary  ? "  Harun 
asked  the  question  carelessly,  but  his  keen  eyes  were 
upon  her  long  barrel,  her  extraordinary  depth  of  chest 
and  the  fire  of  unconquerable  courage  which  looked 
from  her  large,  soft  eyes.  No  point  of  character  in  her 
whole  brilliant  body  had  escaped  comparison  with  the 
perfections  of  his  favourite,  Subbah,  in  that  one  sweeping 
glance,  and  Rafi  realised  it  with  a  little  shock  of  fear. 
Was  he  doomed  to  lose  his  horse  as  well  as  all  else  ? 
His  heart  beat  fiercely  at  the  thought,  and  wild  and  im 
possible  plans  for  flight  flowed  through  his  mind  in  a 
persistent  undercurrent,  as  he  replied  with  outward 
calmness  to  the  khalif's  query  and  told  of  the  food  he 
fed  her  to  produce  her  silken  coat. 

"  She  hath  to  eat  of  what  I  have  myself,  gracious 
Sire.  A  soldier's  horse  must  share  his  fortunes.  In 
summer  I  occasionally  find  vetches  in  the  oases  for  her, 
and  in  winter  she  can  graze  on  the  springing  green  of 
the  desert ;  or,  if  I  should  be  among  the  rocks  or  sand 
where  there  is  naught  to  nourish  beast  or  man,  then  she 
shareth  from  my  hand  my  two  meals  of  dried  fish  and 
camel's  milk  and  is  content." 

"Strange!"  said  Harun  softly  as  if  to  himself.  "  I 
thought  I  should  have  known  every  mare's  foal  with 
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those  points  from  the  Sea  to  the  Gulf,  or  beyond. 
Thou  hast  never  before  brought  her  to  Baghdad  ?  "  he 
asked  suddenly,  fixing  attentive  eyes  on  Rafi's  face. 

"  Thou  dost  forget,  noble  Prince,  that  for  the  last 
year  I  have  been  occupied  even  as  thou  hast  ordered  me 
in  thy  province  of  Khorasan,  and  before  that  I  was  with 
thy  armies  wherever  the  need  of  an  honest  arm  was 
greatest,  or  the  dangers  were  thickest,  so  that  I  have 
not  even  seen  mine  only  brother  Beshir  for  a  good  five 
years ;  in  which  length  of  time  mine  eyes  have  never 
been  blessed  with  a  sight  of  thy  fair  City  of  Peace. 
Thou  wilt  find,  Sire,  that  the  mare  is  well  known  in 
Khorasan  or  Balkh  or  Samarkand,  or  at  any  other  spot 
to  which  I  have  been  called  in  the  last  three  years  in 
thy  interests." 

"  I  doubt  not  that  she — and  also  her  master — hath 
ever  been  seen  in  the  front  of  the  battle,"  said  Harun 
with  a  forced  graciousness,  though  his  face  certainly 
exhibited  no  great  pleasure  at  the  soldier's  blunt  re 
minder  of  the  ill-rewarded  services  which  he  had  rendered 
the  khalif. 

"  I  owe  thee  also  another  debt  for  which  I  have  as  yet 
had  no  opportunity  to  express  my  gratitude,"  he  con 
tinued  after  a  pause.  "  My-  sister,  the  Princess  Oleija, 
hath  told  me  that  thou  didst  most  gallantly  and  bravely 
rescue  her  from  a  great  danger,  a  few  days  since.  I 
shall  not  forget  to  acknowledge  thy  claim  at  the  proper 
time."  He  smiled  graciously,  and  Rafi's  heart  leaped 
with  hope  as  Harun  left  him  somewhat  abruptly,  for  the 
cheetahs  had  at  this  instant  been  loosed  upon  a  herd  of 
antelopes.  The  entire  hunt  stood  motionless  to  watch 
the  creeping  yellow  bodies  of  the  trained  cats  drag 
their  sinuous  lengths  along  among  the  rocks  and  shrubs 
and  little  hills  which  effectually  hid  the  horsemen  from 
the  unsuspecting  deer,  while  the  wind  being  strong  from 
them  to  their  pursuers,  their  delicate  scent  gave  them 
no  hint  of  the  threatened  danger. 

The  keepers  crept  after  their  charges,  and,  when  they 
finally  stood  up  and  waved  a  signal,  the  hunters  galloped 
down  upon  them.  Each  of  the  cheetahs,  creeping  si- 
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lently  upon  its  victim,  had  sprung  upon  it  with  one 
immense  bound  and  broken  its  back.  The  keepers 
then  cut  the  throats  of  the  struggling  animals,  and  after 
the  snarling  stalkers  of  the  game  had  been  rewarded 
with  some  undesirable  part  of  the  meat,  they  were 
blindfolded  and  again  collared  and  led  to  their  chariots, 
while  the  baying  and  straining  dogs  were  now  loosed 
upon  the  rest  of  the  herd  which  had  long  since  fled  from 
sight. 

The  mounted  hunters  fell  in  behind  them  and  thun 
dered  over  the  ground  at  their  heels.  At  first  the  pace 
was  slow,  for  the  hounds  were  running  by  scent  ;  but 
they  suddenly  sighted  the  game  and  with  a  loud  note  of 
victory  burst  into  their  gait.  The  antelopes  had  not  run 
far  before  they  paused  in  bewilderment,  huddling  into  a 
helpless  group  at  the  foot  of  a  gentle  rise  of  ground. 
At  sight  of  their  pursuers  they  fled  over  the  brow  of  the 
hill,  the  speed  of  their  slender  limbs  doubled  by  the 
inspiration  of  mortal  danger. 

They  had  much  the  start,  and  for  some  time  they  kept 
their  advantage.  As  the  minutes  of  the  terrific  pace 
lengthened,  the  poorer  mounts  fell  to  the  rear,  and  even 
the  better  ones  began  to  give  evidence  that  their  staying 
qualities  were  being  severely  tested. 

At  Harun's  side  rode  Mamun,  the  steady  grey  labour 
ing  heavily  in  her  efforts  to  keep  her  place  beside  the 
flying  Subbah,  but  Amin  had  forged  ahead,  his  chestnut 
running  flatly  and  with  extended  neck,  in  a  manner 
which  meant  temper,  a  rare  defect  in  a  horse  of  Arab 
breeding.  Subbah  was  running  lightly  and  easily.  Her 
work  had  not  begun  as  yet  and  this  was  but  play  to  her. 
Soon  would  come  a  single  word  from  her  master  and 
then  her  stride  would  lengthen,  her  breath  come  more 
slowly  and  deeply,  and  the  distance  between  her  and  the 
tongue-lolling  hounds  would  lessen  and  disappear;  for 
she  was  one  of  the  few  horses  in  the  Arabian  Penin 
sula  which  could  outstrip  the  wild  ass  or  the  antelope  in 
their  own  country.  Behind  her,  however,  she  felt  with 
perplexity  was  another — one  whose  breath  came  as 
evenly  and  as  easily  as  her  own,  and  whose  powerful 
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stride  never  lost  an  inch  or  shuffled  for  a  moment  as  it 
rang  out  on  stone  or  fell  lightly  on  sand  like  an  echo  to 
her  own.  Harun's  eyes  were  on  the  figure  of  Zobeide's 
son,  not  far  in  advance. 

"  I  like  not  the  way  the  brute  runneth  ! "  he  said 
aloud.  "  Pray  Allah  the  dogs  and  the  kill  will  stop 
her !  I  wonder  hath  she  ever  smelt  blood  before,  or  if 
she  hath  gone  mad  with  it."  For  occasionally  a  head 
strong  horse  in  the  desert,  smelling  blood  for  the  first 
time,  would,  as  Harun  said,  "  go  mad  with  it  "  and  rush 
headlong  into  the  trackless  wastes,  until  hours  after— 
for  the  endurance  of  the  Arabian  horse  was  very  wonder 
ful — she  would  fall  dead,  far  from  all  signs  or  habitations 
of  man.  Then  after  a  few  hours  or  days  of  wandering, 
according  to  his  endurance  and  knowledge  of  desert 
life,  her  rider  too  would  succumb  to  his  fate  and  his 
bleached  bones  would  alone  remain  his  monument. 

The  hunt  had  some  miles  before  this  turned  toward 
the  river  in  a  wide  circle,  and  the  ground  was  slowly  rising 
and  growing  more  rough  and  stony  as  they  drew  nearer 
to  the  water.  Before  them  rose  a  mass  of  rock,  scarcely 
to  be  called  a  hill,  yet  too  precipitous  to  afford  foothold 
to  even  the  surest-footed  antelope.  The  great  chestnut 
was  now  directly  behind  the  dogs  and  gaining  on  them 
at  every  stride.  Even  in  his  anxiety  Harun  could  not 
help  a  thrill  of  pride  at  the  way  the  boy  sat  his  horse, 
hands  down,  seat  firm,  body  yielding  to  every  motion  of 
the  thundering  beast. 

"  He  will  ride  down  the  dogs !  "  exclaimed  the  khalif, 
with  rising  alarm.  Up  to  this  moment  he  had  not  really 
believed  anything  to  be  wrong,  but  had  felt  only  anxiety 
at  having  the  lad  away  from  his  side.  Now,  however,  he 
became  suddenly  convinced  that  Amin  had  lost  the  con 
trol  of  his  mare,  and  he  saw  that  the  quarry  were  making 
directly  for  the  wall  of  rock,  where  they  must  choose  be 
tween  two  paths — toward  the  desert,  or  down  the  slope 
to  the  river,  which  here  widened  into  shallow  reaches  of 
sand,  extending  far  inland  and  partially  uncovered  at  this 
season  of  the  year. 

At  this  moment  the  antelope  perceptibly  wavered  and 
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hesitated,  then  at  the  renewed  sound  of  the  surging  pack 
behind  them,  they  turned  sharply  down  the  bank  to  the 
river,  and  in  a  moment  were  out  of  sight. 

Harun  turned  and  spoke  breathlessly  to  Rafi. 

"  If  the  mare  turns  toward  the  desert,  he  is  lost!  " 

Mamun  had  fallen  hopelessly  to  the  rear  and  there  was 
some  distance  between  Subbah  and  the  half-dozen  hunt 
ers,  whose  horses  had  stood  the  burst  of  speed  led  by 
Harun  since  he  had  seen  the  impending  peril.  Black 
Ghalia  still  had  her  nose  even  with  Subbah's  flank,  her 
eye  fired  with  impatience  and  one  ear  turned  anxiously 
back,  awaiting  the  word  that  should  free  her  to  her  best 
efforts. 

"  Follow  the  Prince!  "  cried  Harun,  turning  around  in 
his  saddle.  "  Follow  the  Prince,  and  anything  in  all  my 
kingdom  to  him  who  brings  back  my  son  to  me  alive  and 
safe  ! " 

There  was  much  urging  and  more  speed  among  those 
behind,  but  Rafi's  face  grew  suddenly  pale  and  he  leaned 
forward  with  eyes  upon  Amin's  figure.  As  he  looked  he 
saw  the  chestnut  charge  blindly  through  the  dogs  and 
wheel  down  the  rocky  defile  toward  the  river. 

"  An  offering  to  Allah  !  "  cried  Harun  joyfully,  as  he 
saw  the  danger  of  the  desert  averted  ;  but  Rafi  groaned 
aloud.  A  sudden  memory  had  come  to  him,  for  in  his 
youth  no  one  in  the  kingdom  had  been  more  familiar  with 
this  very  ground  than  he.  Did  Harun  not  know,  or  had 
he  forgotten  ?  As  Amin's  horse  had  turned  down  the 
gorge  with  unabated  speed  he  had  seen  the  boy  turn  and 
throw  both  arms  up  into  the  air,  as  if  in  a  signal,  and  in 
that  instant  had  flashed  across  his  mind  a.  recollection 
which  he  uttered  in  one  word  through  his  pale  lips  : 

"  Quicksands!  " 

The  two  horses  of  Rafi  and  the  khalif  sprang  forward 
as  if  under  the  impulse  of  a  single  thought.  At  the  first 
stride  Ghalia's  nose  lapped  along  Subbah's  barrel,  at  the 
third,  she  had  crept  up  to  Subbah's  neck,  at  the  sixth  they 
were  racing  nose  and  nose,  bodies  flattened,  each  hoof 
catching  the  ground  with  the  sure,  springy  grasp  of  a  cat ; 
at  the  tenth,  she  had  begun  to  draw  surely  away.  Then 
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Harun  in  his  despair  and  anger  struck  the  faithful  creature 
he  rode  for  the  first  time  in  all  her  life.  In  her  startled 
surprise  she  gave  a  mighty  leap  forward,  struck  her  foot 
under  a  stone,  and  but  for  Harun's  masterly  horseman 
ship  would  have  fallen.  When  she  again  caught  her 
stride,  however,  she  was  hopelessly  lame,  and  with  a  groan 
of  anguish  Harun  dismounted  and  waited  for  his  suite  to 
come  up.  In  the  meantime  Ghalia  had  settled  to  her 
work  without  delay.  Raft  told  her  that  this  was  a  ques 
tion  of  life  and  death,  and  could  she  have  spoken,  she 
would  doubtless  have  replied  :  "  Of  course  !  I  knew  how 
it  would  be.  Why  did  we  not  start  earlier!  " 

Rafi  threw  off  his  mantle,  loosed  and  dropped  his  shoes, 
and  then  drawing  his  knife,  leaned  and  cut  the  fastenings 
dexterously  of  his  rich,  but  heavy,  saddle,  and  thrust  that 
too  from  beneath  him.  Last,  he  unfastened  his  belt  and 
dropped  it,  riding  with  his  knife  in  his  teeth.  By  this 
time  they  had  reached  the  turn,  and  wheeling  down  it 
without  the  loss  of  a  second  in  the  mare's  magnificent 
stride,  they  too  were  lost  to  the  view  of  their  labouring 
pursuers. 

The  place  was  as  Rafi  recalled  it.  The  passage  led 
down  in  a  gentle  slope  for  along  way,  becoming  gradually 
hemmed  in  by  rocky  walls  on  both  sides.  Ahead  of  him 
the  chestnut  was  running  more  slowly  and  a  trifle  uncer 
tainly,  though  at  the  slightest  touch  on  the  rein  she  threw 
up  her  head  and  forged  on  again.  She  turned  her  ear 
back  as  she  detected  Ghalia's  thundering  feet  behind  her, 
but  did  not  quicken  her  pace.  The  madness  was  begin 
ning  to  wear  itself  out,  and  had  she  turned  toward  the 
desert  it  would  have  been  an  easy  matter  to  have  over 
taken  her  now.  But  here — a  sudden  break  in  the  wall 
showed  Rafi  two  things  as  he  shot  past  :  that  the  walled 
road  from  this  point  wound  around  in  a  rapid  descent, 
unbroken  save  in  one  spot  directly  beneath  them,  to  the 
shore  of  the  river  ;  and  that  at  that  moment,  in  the  sands 
of  the  river-bed,  were  struggling  the  whole  herd  of  ante 
lope,  caught  and  helpless  in  the  quicksand,  which  formed 
in  the  eddying  waters  at  this  season.  It  must  be  quick 
work  if  he  would  save  the  young  prince  from  a  like  fate. 
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He  drew  his  knees  closer  to  Ghalia's  sides  and  bent  low 
over  her  neck. 

"  Now,  my  sweetheart !  "  he  said.  "  Fail  me  not,  as 
thou  hast  never  failed  me  yet !"  He  made  a  little  hiss 
ing  sound  through  his  teeth,  and  at  the  sound  she  sud 
denly  became  electrified  with  new  life,  and  where  she  had 
been  running  before,  she  seemed  now  to  fly.  Down  the 
steep  slope  they  rushed,  the  chestnut  shortening  with 
every  stride,  Ghalia  shortening  not  an  inch.  Already  he 
was  near  enough  to  speak. 

"  Look  not  around  !  "  he  called,  as  the  boy  seemed  to 
waver  for  a  moment  in  his  seat.  "  Do  as  I  bid  thee,  if 
thou  art  thy  father's  son,  and  I  will  save  thee  ! " 

Now  he  could  almost  touch  the  flying  chestnut,  which 
was  making  one  more  burst  of  speed.  In  another  mo 
ment  they  would  have  reached  and  passed  the  opening  in 
the  wall,  and  a  few  feet  away  lay  the  sands.  Rafi  raised 
himself. 

"  When  thou  reachest  the  gap,"  he  said  distinctly, 
"wheel  the  mare  as  if  to  jump  through,  and  as  she  doth 
hesitate  at  the  leap,  that  instant  throw  thyself  clear  of 
her." 

If  the  lad  hesitated,  or  was  afraid  or  unskilful,  he  was 
lost,  for  the  natural  cut  they  were  following  ended  in  a 
sheer  drop  of  some  twenty  feet  into  the  sands  themselves, 
and  long  before  he  could  get  ropes  or  aid,  the  boy  and 
his  mare  would  have  vanished  for  ever  from  sight.  Amin, 
however,  whatever  were  his  faults,  was  no  coward,  and 
with  a  wit  as  quick  as  Rafi's  own  he  saw  the  plan  and 
acted  on  it.  At  the  sudden  powerful  cut  of  the  rein,  the 
chestnut  was  surprised  into  a  half  wheel,  when  suddenly 
before  her  dazed  eyes  appeared  only  a  space  of  empty 
air  with  a  rapid  river  rolling  below.  With  a  neigh  of  fear 
she  plunged  frantically  and  reared  in  her  effort  to  stop. 

"  Now  !  "  cried  Rafi,  in  an  agony  of  anxiety  ;  but  Amin 
had  already  flung  himself  from  her  back,  and  Rafi's  arm 
closed  around  him  just  in  time  to  save  him  a  hard  fall  on 
the  rocky  way.  One  foot,  however,  was  caught  in  the 
stirrup,  and  but  for  Rafi's  sharp  eye  and  sharper  knife, 
he  would  still  have  been  dragged  to  his  death,  but  the 
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blade  descended  with  the  precision  of  a  flash  of  light,  and 
Ghalia  stopped  a  few  paces  beyond  in  two  or  three  slid 
ing  plunges,  with  a  satisfied  snort.  Rafi  dismounted  and 
helped  the  prince  down  from  where  he  had  unceremo 
niously  tossed  him  across  the  mare's  shoulders.  When 
they  looked  around  the  roadway  was  empty.  Amin 
sprang  to  the  opening,  Rafi  following  more  slowly.  The 
antelopes  had  already  disappeared  from  view,  only  a  few 
bubbles  breaking  on  the  surface  showed  where  their  lives 
had  ended.  The  unfortunate  mare  still  struggled  frantic 
ally,  but  with  weakening  efforts,  each  effort  only  serving 
to  hasten  the  end.  The  soldier  turned  away,  but  the 
prince  continued  to  gaze  until,  with  a  scream,  which  is  so 
fearfully  like  that  from  the  tortured  human  throat,  she 
too  disappeared  forever. 

"  Thou  hast  escaped  a  like  fate,  by  the  all-merciful 
grace  of  Allah,"  said  Rafi  gravely  and  without  ceremony 
as  Amin  joined  him. 

"  By  the  grace  of  Allah,  through  thy  means — though 
without  doubt  some  plan  of  escape  would  have  occurred 
to  me  before  the  end  really  came."  Amin  was  very  pale, 
but  was  already  beginning  to  recover  some  of  his  boyish 
bravado.  Rafi  made  no  reply  to  this  ungracious  ac 
knowledgment  of  his  debt,  save  to  respectfully  request 
him  to  mount  Ghalia  and  ride  back  with  haste  to  relieve 
his  anxious  father's  fears.  Amin  had  not  proceeded  far, 
however,  when  he  was  met  by  the  entire  company 
headed  by  Harun  riding  down  the  slope  as  fast  as  their 
blown  horses  would  carry  them.  When  the  khalif  saw  his 
favourite  son  approaching  him,  unharmed  and  with  a 
boastful  jauntiness  of  air,  he  reeled  in  his  saddle  for  a 
moment  with  the  intense  shock  of  the  relief.  By  the 
time  he  had  released  the  prince  from  his  arms  Rafi  too 
had  reached  them.  Amin  would  have  made  light  of  the 
rescue,  for  it  irked  his  narrow  pride  to  be  in  such  great 
debt  to  another,  but  when  Harun  learned  the  facts  by 
skilful  questioning,  it  was  made  apparent  to  all  that  but 
for  Raft's  quick  wit  and  decisive  action  the  ruler  of 
twenty  thousand  cities  would  at  that  moment  have  been 
mourning  for  his  beloved  son.  His  face  grew  ashen  as 
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he  thought  of  Zobeide,  and  he  fixed  his  eyes  on  Rafi  with 
a  strange  expression.  Amin  had  vaulted  lightly  back 
upon  Ghalia  and  interrupted  him  as  he  would  have 
spoken. 

"  Here  is  the  one  to  whom  I  owe  my  life  !  "  he  cried, 
drawing  a  sharp  rein,  under  which  the  mare  backed  and 
shook  her  head,  turning  her  eyes  in  a  bewildered  glance 
upon  Rafi,  who  coloured  with  anger,  but  stood  motionless. 

"  Purchase  this  mare  for  me,  my  father,  I  pray  thee,  in 
the  stead  of  the  one  which  hath  met  her  just  deserts  in 
the  quicksands.  Thou  needst  never  fear  for  my  safety  if 
this  glorious  creature  may  but  be  the  one  to  bear  me 
henceforth." 

He  entreated  his  father  in  the  persuasive  tones  which 
Harun  ever  found  it  hard  to  refuse.  The  khalif  looked 
again  at  Rafi  and  noted  that  a  curious  paleness  had 
spread  itself  over  his  face.  It  was  easy  for  the  masterly 
student  of  human  nature  to  read  this  open  page,  and  he 
turned  to  his  younger  son  with  great  gravity. 

"  I  have  publicly  promised  the  man  who  hath  just 
saved  thy  life  aught  that  he  may  desire  in  my  whole 
kingdom,  in  payment  for  the  priceless  service  he  hath 
rendered  me,  thy  father.  Wouldst  thou  have  me  in  the 
same  breath  deprive  him  of  what  is  perhaps  dearer  to 
him  than  life  itself — his  gallant  mare?" 

The  prince  looked  sullenly  abashed,  not  at  the  mean 
ing  of  the  words,  but  at  the  publicity  of  the  reproof  con 
veyed  in  his  father's  tones.  He  glanced  around  upon  the 
circle  of  gravely  disapproving  faces  about  him  and  then 
shot  an  angry  glance  at  the  man  whom  he  considered  had 
occasioned  it  all.  Over  Rafi's  face  spread  a  warm  glow 
of  gratitude,  and  there  were  tears  in  the  eyes  he  raised 
to  the  khalif's  face  as  he  knelt  and  kissed  the  monarch's 
hanging  sleeve.  At  that  moment  everything  was  for 
gotten  and  he  loved  the  khalif  sincerely.  Harun  smiled, 
well  pleased  with  his  own  sagacity.  He  expressed  his 
obligation  in  a  few  ready  words  and  appointed  an 
audience  for  Rafi  for  the  next  morning.  Then  Amin 
was  mounted  upon  another  horse  and  the  hunt  turned 
toward  home. 
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A  shadow  had  fallen  over  the  gay  spirits  that  had 
ridden  out  of  the  city  gates  a  few  hours  before.  Some 
ostriches  fled  unmolested  at  the  approach  of  the  hunters, 
and  a  herd  of  buffalo  which  appeared  on  the  horizon 
were  allowed  to  again  disappear  without  rousing  Harun 
from  the  abstraction  into  which  he  had  fallen.  Amin 
openly  sulked,  and  Harun  missed  the  cheering  companion 
ship  and  conversation  of  his  favourite,  Jaafar  the  Barmek, 
whose  presence  had  been  required  at  the  durbar  that 
morning,  and  in  the  absence  of  that  inspiriting  influence 
he  gave  himself  up  to  the  moodiness  which  had  seemed 
to  be  growing  upon  him  of  late.  One  of  his  favourite 
pages  at  length  drew  near  him  and  asked  permission  to 
fly  the  falcons  at  the  hares  and  partridges  which  con 
stantly  scampered  and  flew  from  beneath  their  feet. 

Harun  gave  the  permission  impatiently  and  fell  again 
into  reverie. 

He  was  roused  at  last  by  an  animated  discussion  among 
the  hunters  over  a  kill  which  had  just  been  made  by  one 
of  the  falcons.  The  disputants  separated  as  he  rode  up 
and  disclosed  to  view  what  seemed  to  him  an  impossible 
animal,  apparently  half  bird  and  half  fish,  a  fish  in  the 
body,  but  with  the  addition  of  two  wide-spreading  wings 
of  a  thin  membrane.  All  were  gazing  upon  it  with  an  ex- 
pression  not  entirely  free  from  awe  and  a  slight  fear. 

li  Whence  came  this?  "  demanded  Harun  abruptly. 

"  If  it  please  thee,  oh  Illustrious  One,  my  bird  de 
scended  upon  it  from  the  air  as  the  creature  rose  from  the 
water  and  skimmed  through  the  air,  even  as  doth  a  bird. 
With  mine  own  eyes  I  witnessed  the  entire  occurrence." 

"  And  I  !  "     "  And  I  !  "  assented  several  voices. 

Harun  looked  at  it  long  and  curiously.  Baghdad  was 
five  hundred  miles  from  the  sea,  and  such  a  creature  as  a 
flying-fish  had  never  been  seen  or  heard  of  before  by  its 
inhabitants,  but  we  have  the  word  of  history  that  this 
particular  fish  did  force  its  way  there  and  occasion  the 
disturbance  which  I  am  about  to  chronicle. 

"  Preserve  it  carefully,"  commanded  Harun  at  length, 
"  and  to-morrow  the  wise  men  shall  explain  to  us  its 
existence  and  meaning." 


CHAPTER  XIII 

My  hot  heart  would  compel  me 
To  confess  that  I  adore  thee ! 
To  hear  me  I  implore  thee  1 
I  suffer  and  I  weep. 
My  longing  love  I  tell  thee 
In  dreams  which  are  not  sleep. 

I  must  my  farewell  say  thee 
And  eternally  forget  tnee, 
And  if  my  soul  will  let  thee 
Thou  sayest  we  must  part ; 
But  e'en  should  I  obey  thee, 
Thou  still  must  keep  my  heart ! 

After  the  Spanish  of  Manuel  Acuna. 

"  MADAM,  my  Lord  Jaafar  hath  received  thy  message 
and  awaits  thy  pleasure." 

Zobeide  the  Queen  was  standing  beside  the  fountain 
in  the  court.  The  pigeons  which  she  had  just  been  feed 
ing  were  still  cooing  coaxingly  about  her  feet,  or  rising 
with  a  soft,  reluctant  whirr  into  the  sunshine.  A  pet 
magpie  perched  upon  her  wrist  and  pecked  at  a  sweet 
meat  which  she  held  between  her  laughing  lips.  She 
turned  her  head  slowly  at  her  chamberlain's  words  as  if 
loath  to  be  disturbed  in  her  sport. 

"Where  is  the  Princess  Abassa?" 

"  She  hath  gone  from  the  palace  for  her  daily  ride,  may 
it  please  thee,  Favoured  of  Allah." 

"  Bid  my  Lord  Jaafar  to  come  to  me  here." 

It  was  a  beautiful  picture  upon  which  Jaafar's  eyes 
fell  as  he  entered  the  court,  a  picture  well  calculated  to 
compel  the  admiration  of  the  most  disinterested  specta 
tor,  and  which  could  scarcely  have  been  better  arranged 
to  charm  the  eye  and  intoxicate  the  reason  had  it  been 
carefully  planned  for  that  effect. 

Zobeide  was  dressed  in  white,  save  for  the  scarlet  of 
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her  vest  and  shoes,  which  in  their  tiny  proportions  glowed 
among  the  trailing  grasses  about  the  fountain  like  fallen 
pomegranate  blossoms.  The  white  mantle,  edged  with 
scarlet  silk,  and  caught  on  the  shoulder  by  a  great  ruby, 
threw  out  to  the  best  advantage  the  pure  lights  of  her  olive 
skin.  Through  the  translucence  of  her  undyed  flesh — 
for  Zobeide  refused  to  accent  her  colouring  with  kohl  and 
henna — glowed  a  tender  tinting  like  the  elusive  fire  of  an 
opal,  and  from  her  broad  brow  and  dark  eyes  shone  the 
intellect  which  had  held  in  unswerving  allegiance  the 
mind  and  heart  of  Harun  the  Khalif,  whom  all  other  men 
acknowledged  their  master.  A  veil  of  embroidered  gauze 
fell  like  a  trail  of  smoke  from  the  fillet  of  pearls  which 
held  back  the  dusky  masses  of  her  hair,  while  through  its 
intangible  whiteness  glinted  the  safa  of  gold  and  pearl 
with  every  motion  of  her  regal  head  and  graceful  neck. 
The  air  was  motionless,  dreaming  sluggishly  in  the  heavy 
scent  of  jasmine  and  orange  flowers,  and  the  cadence  of 
the  queen's  silvery  laugh  vibrated  with  the  music  of  the 
falling  waters.  Through  the  distance  of  the  court  echoed 
dully  the  monotonous  chant, 

"And  their  Lord  said  unto  them,  'I  will  not  suffer  the 
work  of  him  among  ye  who  worketh  to  be  lost,  be  he 
male  or  female — one  of  ye  is  from  the  other.'  ' 

Slaves  passed  to  and  fro  upon  errands  for  the  chattering 
and  laughing  groups  winding  among  the  palms  and  shrub 
bery,  or  lazily  reclining  upon  cushions  in  the  shade  of  the 
trees.  Eunuchs  set  as  watch-dogs  entered  into  conver 
sation  with  their  charges,  watching,  without  seeming  to 
observe,  all  that  went  on  around  them.  Yaheya  the  In- 
tendant  had  made  his  daily  visit  and  withdrawn  and  a  cer 
tain  freedom  from  restriction  was  felt  by  watched  and 
watchers  alike.  Here  beside  the  fountain  was  a  little  eddy 
in  the  current.  A  half-circle  of  low  palms  and  gigantic  rose 
bushes  shut  out  the  rest  of  the  court,  and  for  the  time  the 
queen  and  Jaafar  stood  as  much  alone  as  if  among  the  hills 
of  the  Arabian  desert.  She  greeted  him  with  gentle  gra- 
ciousness.  He,  with  the  memory  of  the  look  upon  her 
face  with  which  she  had  turned  from  him  the  night  before, 
was  embarrassed  and  shaken  from  his  usual  strong  calm. 
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"  I  trust  I  summoned  thee  at  no  inopportune  moment," 
she  said.  "  Harun  hath  commanded  me  to  lay  before  thee 
my  plans  for  this  new  library  which  I  would  add  to  the 
Medrassees  al  Mostanser  and  suffer  thee  to  advise  me  upon 
them.  Being  a  woman  I  am  impatient  of  delay  and  de 
sire  to  see  the  work  commenced.  Doth  the  undertaking 
meet  with  thine  approval  ?  " 

"  The  Queen  could  do  naught  which  would  not  meet 
with  mine  approval,"  began  Jaafar,  but  Zobeide  inter 
rupted  him  with  an  impatient  gesture. 

"A  truce  to  meaningless  words!  I  would  talk  to  thee 
for  this  one  moment  in  my  life  as  if  but  a  woman  and 
not  thy  queen!  Thinkest  thou  that  a  queen  doth  not 
tire  with  a  mortal  weariness  at  times  of  being  ever  on  a 
throne  for  those  to  worship  at  a  distance  whom  she  would 
fain  greet  upon  an  equal  plane  as  her  friends  and  not  her 
subjects?"  She  stopped  and  frowned  a  little  as  if  re 
gretting  her  petulant  self-betrayal.  Words  flashed  from 
Jaafar's  lips  before  he  could  consider  the  weight  of  their 
meaning. 

"  Nay,  that  were  impossible,  for  wert  thou  a  thousand 
times  a  woman  only,  still  must  thou  be  now  as  always 
the  queen — to  me  !  " 

Zobeide  did  not  answer  for  a  moment.  A  wave  of 
colour  flowed  upward  even  beyond  her  brow,  and  the  hand 
resting  on  the  fountain's  marble  rim  trembled  so  that  she 
hid  it  in  her  mantle.  When  she  slowly  raised  her  eyes 
at  last  she  met  his,  fathomless  sombre  wells  from  which 
poured,  suddenly  and  uncontrollably,  such  a  flood  of  pas 
sionate  longing  that  she  felt  the  feeble  resistance  of  her 
soul  borne  down  its  current  like  a  leaf  on  the  crest  of  an 
ocean  wave. 

To  every  man  struggling  against  some  continuous  and 
never  ceasing  temptation  of  the  passions  comes  inevita 
bly  some  unguarded  moment,  when  a  glance  or  a  word  is 
sufficient  to  free  unmeasured  forces  of  the  human  heart, 
which  sweep,  an  ungovernable  torrent,  through  the  soul, 
breaking  down  in  an  instant  the  laboriously  built  wall  cf 
years  and  threatening  with  annihilation  the  peaceful  gar 
dens  of  virtue  and  honour.  Strong  must  be  the  soul  that 
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emerges  from  its  fatal  flood  alive.  Such  a  moment  had 
now  come  to  Jaafar.  The  established  and  guarded  self- 
control  of  years  was  swept  away  and  lost  forever  in  the 
giant  wash  of  the  torrent,  freed  by  that  one  long,  un 
restrained  look  into  the  alluring  eyes  of  the  woman 
he  loved. 

"  Is  it  indeed  so  !  " 

Her  voice  was  an  intoxicating  caress  in  each  intona 
tion.  His  soul  vibrated  to  it  out  of  all  remembrance  of 
past  or  future,  earth  or  heaven. 

"Thou  knowest  it!"  he  said  unsteadily.  "Thou 
knowest  that  for  me  the  sun  shines  but  from  the  heaven  of 
thine  eyes  and  the  roses  of  Jannat-Adan  glow  but  in  the 
garden  of  thy  lips!  Thou  knowest — surely  thou  must 
know  ! — that  there  is  no  music  in  all  the  earth,  save  in 
the  melody  of  thy  voice ;  neither  is  there  any  time  but  in 
the  moments  measured  by  the  beatings  of  my  heart  in 
thy  dear  presence.  I  have  no  past,  save  the  few  and  fleet 
ing  hours  which  I  have  spent  with  thee  ;  I  possess  no 
future,  for  never  again  wilt  thou  permit  me  to  drink  with 
thirsty  eyes  the  life-giving  wine  of  the  vision  of  thy  face. 
Thou  art  the  rose  and  I  the  thorn  upon  its  bough  ;  thou 
the  dove  and  I  the  plume  upon  its  breast !  Without  thee 
I  am  not,  nor  can  be  ;  therefore  my  very  soul  doth  die  in 
this  mad  travail  of  despair  which  hath  given  birth  in 
words  to  my  great  love  for  thee !  " 

He  sank  upon  his  knees  and  covered  his  face,  with  a 
groan.  He  realised  suddenly  that  while  he  slept  and 
dreamed  of  love,  the  secret  he  had  borne  and  guarded  for 
so  many  years  with  all  the  strength  of  his  soul's  high 
honour  had  burst  its  bonds  of  stern  denial  and  for  ever 
escaped  him. 

"  1^  dare  not  pray  thee  to  forgive  me  this  sin  against 
thee!  I  meant  to  bear  it  to  my  grave  unvoiced,  as  I 
have  borne  it  year  by  year  since  first  I  looked  upon  thy 
face.  I  know  not  what  madness  of  a  moment  hath  wrung 
it  from  me  now."  He  groaned  again.  Shame  and  sor 
row  for  his  weakness  had  blotted  "out  the  vivid  momen 
tary  joy  which  the  mere  voicing  of  his  love  had  given 
him. 
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"Yet  will  I  not  murmur  at  thy  just  anger,  for  my  heart 
fainteth  with  the  loneliness  of  life,  and  I  would  find  it 
sweeter  to  expiate  my  fault  in  death  by  thy  command, 
than  to  live  on,  exiled  and  hopeless  of  thy  forgiveness. 
One  thing  only  would  I  entreat  of  thee.  I  have  served 
thee  long  and  faithfully,  grant  me  a  soldier's  death,  not 
one  of  ignominy  !  " 

He  was  shaken  with  the  dry,  gasping  sobs  of  the 
agony  which  cannot  weep.  Nor  did  he  expect  less  than 
he  had  said,  for  Zobeide  the  Good  was  held  a  miracle  of 
womankind  and  her  fame  was  untarnished  by  any  light 
est  breath  of  doubt  or  suspicion.  Long  moments  passed 
in  a  silence  of  suspense.  Then  Jaafar  felt  a  touch  upon 
his  shoulder  as  Zobeide  leaned  down  to  him. 

"Is  it  indeed  true?"  she  repeated  softly.  "Were  I 
not  thy  queen- — if  I  were  but  some  humble,  nameless 
woman,  would  I  still  be  to  thee  a  queen — the  queen  of  thy 
true  heart?  A  queen!  Rather  would  I  be  thy  meanest 
slave,  oh  Jaafar,  son  of  Barmek,  Jaafar,  the  lord  of  my 
woman's  empty  heart,  than  to  be  Queen  of  Arabia  and 
the  wife  of  another  man  !  " 

The  thrilling  passion  of  her  low  tones  pierced  the  dull 
misery  of  Jaafar's  brain. 

"  I  pray  thee  do  not  torture  me !  "  he  cried  hoarsely, 
raising  his  haggard  eyes  to  her  face  where  they  rested 
fascinated,  awed,  by  what  they  read  there.  Strange  lights 
and  fugitive  visions  flashed  before  his  eyes  like  the  shift 
ing  scenes  of  a  mirage.  He  saw  her  lips  move,  but  the 
pounding  in  his  ears  like  the  thunder  of  a  thousand  horse 
in  the  crash  of  battle  drowned  all  other  sound.  As  he 
gazed  into  her  eyes  with  agonised  appeal  she  smiled 
slowly  and  again  stretched  out  her  hand  and  touched  him. 
At  the  touch  the  surcharged  silence  poured  itself  into 
words — words  spoken  scarce  above  a  whisper,  crushed 
back  toward  silence  by  the  fearsome  weight  of  their  own 
import. 

"  Dost — dost  thou  love  me?" 

"Ay,  Jaafar,  I  love  thee,  even  as  thou  lovest  me." 

"Even  as  I  love  thee?"  He  raised  the  hand  that 
rested  on  his  shoulder  and  kissed  it  gently,  reverently. 
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His  beautiful  face  was  irradiated  with  an  inward  light 
that  seemed  to  her  divine.  She  drew  in  her  breath  in 
awe  as  she  gazed  upon  it. 

"  Now  have  I  nothing  more  to  ask  of  life  !  "  he  said  at 
last  solemnly,  rising  and  standing  before  her  in  all  his 
kingly  height. 

"  If  thou  indeed  love  me,  my  queen  and  my  love, 
then  hath  my  soul  already  passed  through  Capricorn, 
the  gate  of  Allah,  and  doth  rest  in  the  Garden  of  Para 
dise  ! " 

"  Nay,  dear  lord  !  "  she  said  tenderly.  "  Let  us  rather 
live  yet  a  little  and  love  while  we  may  upon  earth.  Who 
knoweth  whether  we  may  love  in  the  Garden  of  Para 
dise  ?  Yet  surely,  love  knoweth  not  time  nor  any  bound 
ary  !  Love,  the  heart  of  life  ;  for  when  love  dieth  life 
is  done,  and  while  love  liveth,  what  is  heavy  to  bear? — 
Thou  wilt  be  patient,  my  Jaafar,  until  I  see  my  way 
more  clearly  ?  " 

"Patient?  What  cause  have  I  for  any  impatience 
more  in  life  when  there  hath  been  granted  to  me  the 
knowledge  that  thou  lovest  me?  No  king  doth  guard 
in  his  storehouse  the  treasure  that  I  bear  in  my  soul  to 
day,  and  whose  memory  can  perish  only  with  the  soul 
that  doth  casket  it !  " 

"  'Tis  well,"  she  smiled.  "  I  had  not  thought  to  find 
thee  so  patient  a  lover.  Harun  goeth  soon  to  the  wars 
and  thou  art  to  be  left  in  Baghdad  to  care  for  the  city — 
and  me." 

"Yea,  I  know.  'Tis  safer  and  pleasanter  for  thee  here. 
For  me — my  whole  life  is  too  small  a  thing  to  spend  for 
thy  pleasure  or  protection."  Then  his  bright  face 
shadowed  and  his  eyes  clouded  with  a  sudden  trouble. 
"  I  know  not  if  I  wrong  thy  lord  in  this  great  love  of 
mine.  The  wings  of  Love  may  not  be  bound  by  the  cords 
of  will  and  duty.  He  flieth  where  the  humour  calleth  him 
and  none  may  bar  him  out.  Who  could  see  thee  day  by 
day  and  not  love  thee,  thou  before  whom  all  other  women 
pale  as  the  stars  before  the  sun  !  Surely,  from  his  great 
riches,"  he  added  wistfully,  "  Harun  can  spare  to  me  the 
memory  of  this  one  day  and  hour?" 
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He  raised  his  eyes  to  the  limitless  blue  in  a  passionate 
appeal  that  his  God  would  judge  him  more  leniently  than 
he  knew  he  would  be  forced  in  cool  thought  to  judge 
himself.  Zobeide  stepped  back  a  pace  and  her  eyes 
searched  his  upturned  face.  The  truth  slowly  dawned 
upon  her  and  a  sudden  revulsion  shook  her  soul.  Amaze 
ment,  anger,  a  dull  shame  swept  over  her,  leaving  a  mad 
desire  to  punish  this  man  for  the  pure  strength  which 
deterred  him  from  even  understanding  the  extent  of  her 
weakness.  She  felt  at  once  the  whole  measure  of  her 
soul's  degradation.  She  had  tempted  him  to  his  fall  by 
all  the  arts  of  which  she  was  mistress,  weapons  more 
deadly  because  concealed  and  unsuspected.  Even  in  his 
fall  he  had  shown  himself  to  be  above  the  idol  which  he 
had  placed  on  high  on  the  altar  of  his  soul  to  worship 
and  adore.  She  knew  with  a  sudden  sick  loathing  that 
although  his  love  should  have  been  an  insult  to  her,  she 
was  not  even  worthy  of  that  love.  As  Jaafar  recalled 
himself  with  a  sigh  from  his  abstraction,  she  spoke  again 
with  downcast  eyes. 

"  The  wrong  is  mine,  Jaafar.  I  tempted  thce  to  thy 
confession,  for  my  lonely  heart  starved  for  the  words 
which  thou  hast  spoken.  A  woman  seldom  weigheth  the 
nicety  of  points  of  honour  in  her  love,  as  doth  a  man. 
Love  to  her  is  its  own  law  and  holdeth  its  own  reward  or 
punishment.  Where  she  truly  loveth,  there  she  doth 
utterly  trust,  and  the  desire  of  her  heart  is  to  prove  to 
him  she  doth  love  the  greatness  of  her  trust,  by  placing 
in  his  keeping  the  treasure  she  doth  value  most — her 
honour.  'Tis  a  passion  of  the  soul,  not  a  passion  of  the 
body,  which  doth  the  more  often  prove  the  undoing  of 
the  woman  who  loveth  a  man  !  Thy  thought  is  just  and 
right.  No  further  words  of  love  shall  cross  our  lips  to  the 
offence  of  honour  and  I  would  pray  thee  to  judge  me 
leniently,  dear  lord,  that  I  did  tempt  thee  to  this  sin, 
because  I  sinned  for  love  of  thee  !  " 

"  Nay,  I  will  not  have  thee  chide  thyself  for  what  is  so 
heavenly  sweet  to  me!  If  it  be  sin,  then  I  will  gladly 
bear  the  heaviest  penalty  that  Fate  may  exact  in  pay 
ment,  for  not  even  death  shall  rob  me  of  the  memory  of 
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this  one  perfect  hour  when  I  have  heard  thy  sweet  lips 
say  '  I  love  thee  ! ' ' 

"  Even  as  thou  wilt,  dear  lord  !  Keep  thy  memory  in 
its  purity,  as  thou  hast  kept  thine  honour — and  mine  !  " 

They  stood  silent  with  pale  faces  and  eyes  in  which  lay 
the  agony  of  that  parting  worse  than  death — the  parting 
for  life.  Neither  heard  the  hasty  step  with  which  Abassa 
crossed  the  court  until  she  spoke  almost  behind  them. 

"  Thou  hast  asked  for  me,  sister  ?  "  Her  eyes  searched 
their  faces  jealously,  but  both  had  assumed  an  impene 
trable  mask  with  the  self-command  of  those  accustomed 
to  daily  life  among  many  and  watchful  enemies.  Zobeide's 
face  was  still  pale,  but  she  laughed  gaily. 

"  I  asked  for  thee  when  thy  lord  Jaafar  was  announced. 
We  have  discussed  as  Harun  commanded  me  the  plans 
for  the  new  library.  Let  us  return  to  the  palace.  It 
groweth  too  warm  in  the  court  for  comfort  and  I  must  visit 
the  slave  Talha  and  learn  if  the  great  Geber  hath  seen 
her  to-day.  The  illness  is  of  so  grave  a  nature  that  I  fear 
her  loss  and  she  will  not  be  easily  replaced  in  my  service." 

Abassa  obeyed  the  queen,  if  with  an  ill  grace  ;  yet  she 
managed  to  obtain  a  word  with  Jaafar  alone  as  Zobeide 
passed  on  before  them  in  conversation  with  one  of  the 
head  eunuchs. 

"Art  thou  still  of  the  same  cold  mind,  Lord  Jaafar?  " 
she  asked  hurriedly,  with  a  glance  at  a  watchful  eunuch 
who  was  approaching. 

"  Thou  dost  weary  and  pain  me,  Madam,  with  thy  use 
less  repetitions,"  said  Jaafar  sternly,  his  overstrained 
nerves  unable  to  endure  any  further  conflict.  "  We  have 
both  taken  oath  to  thy  brother  that  we  will  not  even 
meet  each  other  alone.  Sooner  than  break  my  vow  to  him, 
I  will  warn  the  khalif  of  thy  persecution  and  beg  that 
I  be  released  from  all  further  attendance  at  the  harem." 

"Thou  wouldst  warn  Harun  ?" 

"  Not  if  I  may  avoid  it.  I  desire  not  to  attract  his 
wrath  to  thee.  The  matter  lieth  in  thine  own  hands." 

All  Abassa's  wrath  and  suspicion  blazed  up  afresh  at 
his  words. 

"  Ay,  it  lieth  in   mine  own  hands,  as  thou  shalt  see ! 
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Thou  lovest  Harun's  wife  Zobeide,  Jaafar.  Ah,  thou  dost 
start  and  turn  pale  with  anger — or  is  it  perchance  with  fear? 
What  if  I  should  add  this  information  to  that  which  thou 
wouldst  give  him  concerning  his  sister?" 

"  He  would  not  believe  it." 

"  It  may  be  not.  And  yet  I  think  I  could  so  direct  his 
gaze  and  his  suspicions  that  he  could  be  made  to  see  what 
is  so  plain  at  last  to  my  dull  vision." 

Jaafar  was  silent,  amazed  and  angry,  yet  also  with  fear 
gnawing  at  the  heart  which  never  before  in  all  his  life 
had  known  the  meaning  of  the  word — a  fear,  not  for  him 
self,  but  for  the  woman  he  loved.  Abassa  laughed  mock 
ingly  as  she  watched  his  face. 

"  Farewell,  my  dear  lord  !  "  she  said  scornfully  as  the 
eunuch  reached  them.  "  Do  not  forget  in  the  press  of 
thy  daily  business  what  I  have  told  thee." 

When  Zobeide  entered  the  slave's  quarters  she  found 
Geber  in  attendance  upon  the  slave  girl.  She  had  indeed 
timed  her  visit  so  that  she  might  find  him  there.  The 
man  puzzled  her  and  his  manner  aroused  her  curiosity. 
As  she  had  suggested  to  Yacuta,  it  seemed  as  if  since  he- 
had  once  dominated  her  mental  force  some  sympathetic 
strand  had  remained  unbroken  between  them,  which  vi 
brated  annoyingly  in  her  to  his  wishes,  unexpressed  but 
nevertheless  felt — an  influence  against  which  she  con 
stantly  struggled,  only  to  return  fascinated  again  and 
again  to  the  contest.  Geber  asked  of  her  no  audiences  or 
favours,  came  reluctantly  at  her  call,  and  when  summoned 
to  her  presence  upon  one  pretext  or  another,  met  her  with 
an  antagonism  but  thinly  veiled  with  an  insolent  exag 
geration  of  homage.  Yet  so  cleverly  were  his  intentions 
covered  that  she  could  nowhere  touch  upon  an  act  or  a 
word  and  say,  "This  deserveth  punishment  !"  She  re 
ceived  him  haughtily  to-day  and  interrupted  his  apos 
trophes  with  an  inquiry  about  the  slave.  He  answered 
gravely,  but  with  a  mocking  light  in  his  eyes  which  made 
her  vaguely  uneasy. 

"  She  will  recover,  oh  Favoured  of  the  Harem." 

"  Sayest  thou  so !  Now  am  I  indeed  glad  and  thou 
mayest  name  thine  own  reward." 
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"  My  reward  is  sufficient,  oh  Queen,  that  I  am  allowed 
to  hear  thy  words  of  gratitude."  Zobeide  shivered  in 
the  light  of  his  unsmiling  eyes. 

"Wilt  thou  then  always  refuse  to  receive  aught  at  my 
hands?"  she  exclaimed  impatiently. 

"  Nay,  Comfort  of  the  Prophet's  Descendant,  who  am  I 
that  I  should  refuse  to  receive  thy  favours  ?  One  thing 
will  I  accept  of  thee  gladly — the  gold  chain  which  thou 
dost  wear  about  thy  neck." 

Zobeide  turned  pale,  both  in  fear  and  anger,  and  stood 
speechless  for  a  moment. 

"  How  knowest  thou  about — about  that  which  I  have 
hidden  ?  "  she  stammered.  Geber  shrugged  his  shoulders. 

"  It  is  not  hidden  from  me.  Nor  that  it  is  a  chain  which 
Jaafar  the  Barmek  once  dropped  and  never  missed.  Nor 
further,  that  thou  hast  talked  with  the  Barmek  this 
morning.  If  thou  desirest,  I  will  tell  thee  thy  words." 

Zobeide's  eyes  were  strained  with  fright  but  she  re 
covered  herself  with  a  superb  effort. 

"Then  dost  thou  also  know  that  I  have  done  no  wrong 
and  may  meet  my  Lord  Harun  with  a  fair  conscience." 

"  I  know  that  thou  art  a  fool !  "  Geber's  voice  changed 
suddenly  to  an  angry  hiss  and  he  spat  out  the  words  with 
the  venom  of  an  enraged  serpent.  "  He  loveth  thee  and 
thou  dost  prepare  his  fall;  thou  lovest  him  and  yet  dost 
give  him  to  another  woman  !  " 

"  Another  woman  ?  Thou  meanest —  Nay,  I  believe  it 
not!" 

"  And  yet  denying,  thou  dost  believe.  When  his  child 
is  born  of  thy  sister  Abassa,  wilt  thou  believe  then  ?" 

"  The  khalif  desireth  the  presence  of  my  Lord  Geber 
in  the  durbar,"  said  the  soft  voice  of  the  chamberlain 
behind  them.  Zobeide  started,  but  Geber  continued 
smoothly,  "  By  to-night  she  will  be  so  far  recovered 
that  with  thy  gracious  leave  it  will  be  no  longer  necessary 
for  me  to  visit  her.  I  shall  therefore  await  a  special 
summons  to  thy  royal  presence." 

He  took  his  departure  with  his  usual  cold  self-possession, 
under  the  chamberlain's  watchful  eye,  and  would  not  see 
the  agonised  appeal  in  the  queen's  face. 
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And  there  is  no  scribe  that  will  not  pass  away,  but  what  his  hands 
have  written  will  remain  for  ever.  And  lighten  the  eyes  of  his  mind  to 
know  the  mystery  of  his  interpretation  and  the  understanding  of  his  spir 
itual  secret,  and  make  him  worthy  to  strive  in  knowing  for  himself  and  him 
who  shall  read  in  it. — COPTIC  PRAYER. 

HARUN  turned  eagerly  as  Geber  entered  the  durbar, 
calling  on  him  impatiently  to  advance  and  give  his  opin 
ion  upon  the  mystery  before  them.  All  the  wise  men  in 
the  city  were  gathered  in  a  circle  before  Harun's  judg 
ment  chair.  They  ceased  their  gesticulations  and  ani 
mated  controversy  at  Geber's  approach  and  eyed  him 
resentfully,  for  their  influence  over  the  khalif  had  greatly 
decreased  since  he  had  come  among  them,  and  fat  purses 
found  their  way  more  seldom  into  their  girdles  after 
some  explanation  as  ingenious  as  it  was  ignorant,  because 
Geber  was  ever  able  to  turn  their  words  into  scornful 
ridicule  and  disprove  their  theories  by  proving  his  own. 

He  knew  therefore  that  he  faced  his  enemies  in  force, 
but  he  advanced  calmly  to  see  the  cause  of  dispute.  His 
eyes  became  eager  as  they  fell  upon  the  creature  which 
the  falcon  had  brought  up  from  the  river  the  day  before. 
As  he  raised  them  they  fell  upon  Mokatil,  one  of  the 
ignorant  and  superstitious  teachers  whom  he  had  de 
posed  from  a  position  at  the  College  when  he  had  been 
given  direction  of  it.  On  Mokatil's  face  was  an  expres 
sion  of  triumphant  malice  and  Geber  rightly  judged  thai 
he  had  been  summoned  at  his  suggestion. 

Mokatil  still  possessed  some  of  the  influence  over  the 
khalif  which  he  had  enjoyed  in  full  before  Geber's  arrival 
in  Baghdad.  He  had  likewise  been  the  first  man  sum 
moned  by  Harun  to  pronounce  judgment  upon  his  sing 
ular  discovery.  With  the  plate  containing  the  fish  still 
covered,  the  khalif  had  greeted  him. 
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"  Mokatil,  canst  thou  tell  me  aught  of  that  which  doth 
swim  in  the  sea,  yet  is  not  a  fish,  and  doth  fly  in  the  air, 
yet  is  not  a  bird?  If  thou  canst  make  the  riddle  clear 
to  me  the  Lord  Treasurer  shall  bestow  on  thee  a  purse." 
Mokatil  considered  deeply  for  a  moment. 

"  Oh  Commander  of  the  Faithful,"  he  began  at  last 
with  gravity,  "  a  tradition  of  thy  royal  ancestor,  Ab 
dullah  ibn  al  'Abbas,  relateth  to  us  that  the  air  is  in 
habited  by  people  of  different  forms  from  ours.  We 
know  that  i\\e  jinnee  are  formed  from  fire,  even  as  are  the 
angels,  yet  differ  from  the  angels  in  that  they  are  of  a 
grosser  fabric.  In  the  same  way  do  these  people  who 
inhabit  the  air  differ  from  us.  Between  them  and  us 
live  insects  which  spring  forth  in  air,  being  kept  up  by  the 
thicker  atmosphere.  These  insects  grow  in  the  shape  of 
a  serpent  or  a  fish  with  v  ir.gs,  but  having  no  feathers. 
They  are  often  caught  by  the  white  falcons  of  Armenia. 
This  alone  doth  answer  thy  description,  oh  Eyes  of  the 
Prophet,  and  when  thou  hast  had  the  fortune  to  see  one 
of  these  insects,  the  truth  of  my  words  will  be  made  plain 
to  thee." 

There  was  a  murmur  of  amazement  and  admiration 
from  those  who  had  seen  the  fish,  that  not  having  seen  it 
himself,  he  should  so  perfectly  describe  it.  Harun  pre 
sented  him  not  only  with  a  purse,  but  also  with  a  gold 
chain  from  his  own  neck.  Intoxicated  with  his  success, 
Mokatil  then  suggested  that  Geber  be  sent  for  in  order 
that  he  might  triumph  over  him. 

"  Well,  what  sayest  thou  !  "  cried  Harun  as  Geber  ex 
amined  the  "  insect  "  for  some  time  in  silence.  "  The 
Abou  Mokatil  hath  shown  us  fully  what  manner  of  crea 
ture  it  is;"  and  the  khalif  repeated  Mokatil's  words. 
Geber  raised  his  eyes  from  contemplating  the  fish  and 
fixed  them  on  the  khalif. 

"  Seemeth  it  not  strange  to  thee,  oh  Wisdom  of  the 
Nation,  that  these  insects  should  live  ?o  high  in  the  air 
as  to  be  invisible  to  our  eye  and  yet  be  impaled  upon  the 
talons  of  both  the  falcons  of  Armenia  and  of  thine  own 
falcon  here  ?  "  He  turned  suddenly  to  Mokatil.  "  This, 
then,  is  what  I  saw  thee  examining  so  minutely  in  the 
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courtyard  of  the  palace  kitchen  last  evening,"  he  said 
quietly.  Mokatil  turned  yellow  and  an  ominous  silence 
followed  the  Magian's  words. 

"  Then  thou  didst  lie  to  me  !  "  said  Harun  in  an  awful 
voice.  Mokatil  threw  himself  on  the  ground  and  pleaded 
for  mercy. 

"  I  said  not  that  I  had  not  seen  the  creature,  oh 
King!"  he  cried  ;  "and  what  I  told  thee  concerning  the 
tradition  of  thine  ancestor  was  but  the  truth  and  not  a 
lie !  " 

"  Take  the  chain  and  the  purse  from  him ! "  com 
manded  Harun.  "  Place  him  in  the  stocks  and  brand 
him  '  Liar '  across  the  forehead,  that  he  may  serve  as  a 
continual  warning  to  any  one  who  would  lie  to  Harun  al 
Raschid!" 

When  the  unfortunate  Mokatil  had  been  removed, 
Harun  turned  again  to  Geber  whom  the  rest  of  the  wise 
men  were  regarding  with  no  increase  of  friendliness  in 
their  glances.  Mokatil's  turn  had  been  to-day,  theirs 
might  come  to-morrow ;  for  what  remained  hidden  from 
this  man  ?  Harun  addressed  Geber  with  the  courtesy 
and  frank  friendliness  that  one  masterly  intellect  accords 
another  which  it  knows  to  be  its  equal.  The  relation  of 
ruler  and  subject  was  pressed  into  the  background  and 
that  of  pupil  and  teacher  was  at  least  suggested  by  the 
eager  attention  which  Harun  paid  to  each  word  of  Geber 
the  Master.  If  Geber  felt  the  subtle  flattery  of  this 
treatment,  he  did  not  show  it  by  any  change  from  his 
ordinary  manner. 

"  Hast  thou  seen  aught  before  resembling  this  strange 
creature  upon  the  earth?" 

"Ay,  Protector  of  the  Prophet's  Faith,  I  have  indeed 
seen  the  like  when  I  was  in  Alexandria  in  Egypt  ; 
though  I  comprehend  not  how  it  hath  wandered  so  far 
up  the  Tigris  from  its  natural  location.  But  there  I  saw 
it  not  on  the  earth  at  all,  as  thy  question  runneth." 

"Then  where?"  Harun  leaned  forward  with  youth 
ful  eagerness  to  drink  from  the  cup  of  knowledge. 

"In  the  sea,  oh  Favoured  of  Allah,  where  I  went  to 
study  the  tides  in  their  ebb  and  flow." 
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"  In  the  sea,  sayest  thou  !  Then  must  it  be  a  fish  after 
all." 

"  A  fish  truly,  with  wings  which  it  useth  for  short 
flights  into  the  air  from  its  native  element  when  pursued 
by  its  enemies,  but  which  cannot  uphold  it  for  any 
length  of  time,  or  to  any  great  height,  even  could  it  exist 
long  in  the  air,  which  I  doubt,  seeing  that  it  is  formed 
in  all  other  points  as  a  fish,  and  fish  as  we  well  know  die 
out  of  water.  I  have  seen  them,  Sire,  rise  by  the  score 
before  the  pursuing  mouth  of  some  hidden  enemy,  with 
the  water  dripping  from  their  flashing  wings  like  molten 
silver  in  the  full  moon's  rays,  skim  through  the  air  a  space 
and  fall  and  rise  and  fall  again  until  the  enemy  was 
wearied  of  the  chase  or  had  appeased  his  hunger  with 
their  silver  bodies.  I  have  seen —  He  paused  abruptly 
and  added, 

"  Thy  pardon,  I  crave,  if  I  have  wearied  thee." 

"  Nay,  nay  !  "  cried  Harun  warmly.  "  Thou  couldst 
not  weary  me  with  such  a  display  of  wisdom  !  "  But 
Geber  remained  obstinately  silent  until  at  length  one  of 
the  wise  men  ventured  to  remind  the  khalif  of  his  pres 
ence. 

"  The  wise  Geber  hath  spoken  of  the  daily  ebb  and 
flow  of  the  tides,"  he  suggested  with  a  veiled  sneer.  "  If 
it  lie  within  the  pleasure  of  the  King's  Majesty,  I  would 
fain  ask  him  how  this  thing  can  be,  since  I  have  been  as 
sured  many  times  by  those  who  dwell  upon  the  great 
waters  in  ships  that  this  most  wonderful  phenomenon  of 
nature  taketh  place  but  once  in  six  months,  in  Ramadan 
and  in  Aitul." 

"  Not  so  !  "  interposed  another,  stepping  forward 
eagerly.  "  I  have  also  heard  concerning  this  matter  from 
those  who  have  lived  near  to  the  sea,  and  these  say  that 
once  a  month,  at  the  least,  the  water  doth  rise  and  fall 
perceptibly  at  the  full  of  the  moon.  This  is  easy  to  com 
prehend,  since  the  moon,  being  congenial  to  water,  ex- 
pandeth  it,  and  therefore  it  is  driven  farther  up  the  shore." 

"  If  the  Beloved  of  the  Prophet  will  deign  to  hearken  to 
the  humblest  of  his  servants!  "  The  old  Magian  Abou 
Sahel,  with  hair  and  beard  as  white  as  the  snows  of  the 
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highest  peak  of  Mount  Taurus,  advanced  with  dignity. 
"  If  what  my  brother  hath  said  be  true,  then  the  sun 
being  warmer,  and  of  greater  power,  should  expand  the 
water  in  a  greater  degree,  and  each  noon,  instead  of  each 
moon,  should  bring  a  high  tide.  This  being  manifestly 
impossible,  it  becometh  then  clear  that  the  expansion  of 
the  water  is  due  to  vapours  in  the  bowels  of  the  earth, 
which  being  formed  by  the  heat  beneath,  force  the 
waters  above  before  them  and  cause  the  tides.  The 
waters  then  in  their  turn,  pour  in  upon  the  fires  below, 
and  quench  them  for  the  time,  and  the  force  of  the  vapours 
being  checked,  the  waters  again  sink  to  their  former  level. 
This  I  hold  to  be  the  true  explanation  of  the  phenom 
enon,  oh  Just  and  Merciful." 

The  old  man  looked  about  him  with  a  mildly  triumph 
ant  air,  but  instantly  a  tall,  gaunt  figure  in  a  black  gar 
ment,  much  resembling  a  priest's  robe,  cried  out, 

"  By  the  Law  of  the  Prophet!  There  is  too  much  in 
quiry  in  these  days  into  the  sacred  mysteries  of  Allah,  and 
too  little  is  credited  to  Him  and  His  angels  and  prophets 
in  the  miraculous  discoveries,  which  our  teachers  of  such 
great  wisdom  are  constantly  announcing." 

He  shot  a  venomous  glance  impartially  at  the  whole 
company. 

"Allah,  the  One  and  Indivisible,  made  the  sea  and  the 
earth,  and  gave  man  dominion  over  them,  so  far  as  it 
should  be  for  his  good  and  the  glory  of  Allah.  There 
fore  should  we  be  content  with  what  He  hath  given  us  to 
know,  for  inquiry  into  forbidden  things  will  result  only 
in  evil  for  those  who  would  learn  unlawfully.  Hath  he 
not  told  us  that  the  angels  have  charge  of  the  affairs  of 
men  ?  Do  they  not  cause  the  winds  to  blow  and  the 
clouds  to  gather,  and  all  things  to  happen  as  Allah  him 
self  dirccteth  them  ?  Therefore,  I  tell  thee,  that  these 
imaginings  of  moon  and  sun  and  vapours  of  the  earth  are 
vain  things,  for  when  the  water  riseth  on  the  shore,  it  is 
because  the  Angel  of  the  Sea  hath  thrust  the  great  toe 
of  his  right  foot  into  the  water,  and  the  water  hath  risen 
as  the  water  in  a  bowl  overfloweth,  when  a  stone  is 
dropped  therein." 
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It  was  the  Abou  Rabbeia,  the  oracle  of  Rakkah,  who 
spoke,  and  his  words  did  not  occasion  a  smile.  It  is  dif 
ficult  to-day  for  us  to  realise  with  what  blind  and  feeble 
stumblings  the  wisest  men  of  those  times  felt  their  way 
along  the  paths  of  the  natural  sciences.  Those  who  study 
the  times  and  country  of  Harun,  Khalif  of  Baghdad,  will 
recognise  that  these  preposterous  theories  concerning  the 
flying-fish  and  the  causes  of  the  tides  were  really  enter 
tained  and  debated  by  the  wisest  men  of  the  land,  just 
as  they  have  been  here  set  down.  In  all  branches  of 
mental  science,  however,  they  had  far  outstripped  this 
childhood  of  the  intellect.  Even  the  comparatively  youth 
ful  religion  of  the  Prophet  had  very  long  ago  been  bap 
tised  by  the  fire  of  controversy,  and  had  long  since  passed 
from  the  simple  questions  of  sin  and  salvation,  to  the 
intricacies  and  subtleties  of  casuistry  with  which  the  brain 
of  man  has  loved  through  all  ages  to  torture  and  perplex 
itself. 

"  Freethinkers "  were  already  a  sect  by  themselves, 
having  sprung  in  natural  sequence  from  the  impossibility 
of  reconciling  the  clashing  doctrines  of  free  will  and  moral 
responsibility.  "  Believer  "  was  a  title  of  commenda 
tion,  therefore,  only  applicable  to  a  good  man.  Now,  a 
Moslem,  guilty  of  mortal  sin,  could  not  be  called  a  good 
man.  On  the  other  hand,  however,  he  could  not  be 
called  an  unbeliever,  since  he  believes.  Should  he  leave 
the  world  impenitent,  he  must  go  to  hell,  because  heaven 
and  hell  fill  all  space  ;  but  his  torments  would  undoubt 
edly  be  mitigated  in  comparison  with  the  punishment 
reserved  for  the  Jew,  condemned  by  the  Prophet  to  the 
second  hell,  or  the  Christian,  relegated  to  the  third. 

Then,  also,  since  Allah  was  Truth,  Justice,  and  all  Per 
fection,  it  was  manifestly  impossible  that  evil  could  have 
originated  or  have  its  being  in  Him.  What  then  was  the 
origin  of  evil,  and  for  what  purpose  was  it  allowed  to  ex 
ist  by  the  All-Powerful,  the  Indivisible  ? 

We  imagine,  each  of  us  in  his  own  little  life,  that  we 
alone  have  sounded  the  depth  of  religious  knowledge  and 
experience,  of  doubt  and  unbelief;  but  in  reality  each  is 
as  old  as  the  thinking  mind  of  man,  grows  with  his  intel- 
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lectual  growth  and  is  as  deathless  as  his  soul.  Thanks 
be  therefore  to  the  God  who  created  man's  intellect,  that 
He  made  Belief  the  mother  of  Doubt,  not  its  child. 
Thank  God,  that  where  Doubt  is,  Belief  must  first  exist, 
and  better  the  honest  doubt  born  of  belief,  and  more 
than  likely  to  return  at  last  to  be  gathered  into  the  bosom 
of  its  mother,  than  the  hopeless  blank  of  utter  repudia 
tion  ! 

From  all  these  resulting  creeds  and  dogmas,  disputes 
and  altercations,  came  one  conclusion  of  service  to  the 
devout  follower  of  the  Prophet.  Since  he  had  been 
especially  favoured  of  Allah  in  the  matter  of  instruction 
and  example  in  the  way  of  truth  and  righteousness,  it  be 
came,  therefore,  more  binding  upon  the  Moslem  than 
upon  other  men  to  do  good  and  eschew  evil,  and  greater 
was  the  punishment  promised  him  if  he  failed  to  follow 
the  laws  and  precepts  laid  down  for  his  guidance  in  the 
pages  of  the  sacred  Koran. 

In  the  natural  sciences,  on  the  contrary,  the  wildest 
theories  about  the  simplest  facts  were  accepted  without 
question  by  men  whose  intellects  could  wrestle  for  hours 
without  weariness  with  the  most  intricate  points  of  faith 
or  doctrine.  This  ignorance  will  not  seem  to  us  so  im 
possible  when  we  remember  that,  nearly  seven  centuries 
later,  we  still  believed  that  this  earth  of  ours  was  on  an 
exceeding  flatness,  with  four  square  corners,  and  that  the 
memory  of  our  grandfathers  lies  behind  the  steam-engine 
and  electricity. 

A  little  longer,  when  the  Child  has  mastered  his  Play 
thing,  and  is  no  more  in  awe  of  its  marvellous  mechanism, 
will  he  peevishly  cast  it  from  him  and  reach  out  with  the 
never-satisfied  desire  of  youth  and  ignorance  for  some 
other  glittering  bauble  that  the  teasing  hand  of  the 
Future  dangles  before  his  eyes?  Having  altered  and 
improved,  bruised  and  marred  his  divine  toy,  past  all 
mending,  will  he  weep  out  his  unsatisfied  soul  to  know 
that  he  has  exhausted  the  resources  of  his  amusement, 
that  there  is  nothing  in  his  pleasure  unexplored  or  un 
explained  ;  that  there  are  no  wheels,  the  most  complicated 
of  whose  revolutions  he  does  not  comprehend  ?  Will  he 
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regret  then  that  he  has  left  in  Nature  no  force,  whose  un- 
comprehended  workings  once  filled  his  soul  with  awe  and 
reverence,  and  whose  laws  were  mysteries  as  inspiring  as 
his  belief  in  the  divinity  of  his  own  creation  !  When  he 
has  taken  his  toy  to  pieces,  and  labelled  and  classified 
each  separate  part,  will  he  sometimes  wish  that  he  pos 
sessed  the  power  to  fit  the  pieces  again  together,  and  hold 
it  in  his  hand  with  all  the  fresh  joy  and  wonder  that  it 
produced  in  him,  when  he  could  only  look  and  listen  and 
feel,  and  unconsciously  enjoy,  while  he  reverently  thanked 
the  Hand  that  gave  it  to  him  ?  When  he  is  full-grown 
and  wearily  conscious  of  all  knowledge,  will  he  sometimes 
long  for  his  childhood's  fairyland  of  fancy  and  uncertain 
imaginings,  which  to  him  then  were  such  sweet  fact? 

When  therefore  the  Abou  Rabbeia,  who  was  con 
sidered  a  holy  man  and  was  powerful  with  the  common 
people  of  Rakkah,  finished  his  speech,  no  one  shouted 
with  laughter  at  the  absurdity  of  his  theory.  Harun, 
however,  turned  to  Geber. 

"  Thou  sayest  thou  hast  watched  the  daily  tides  upon 
the  shore  of  the  sea ;  what  then  didst  thou  learn  con 
cerning  them  ?  " 

"  I  drove  sticks  into  the  sand,  whereby  to  measure  the 
approach  and  retreat  of  the  waters  and  watching  them 
day  by  day  I  learned  that  the  tides  ebb  and  flow,  not 
once  in  six  months,  but  once  in  six  hours  or  nearly  ap 
proaching  thereto ;  and  that  each  day  the  waters  en 
croach  upon  the  sands  a  little  more  and  yet  a  little  more 
until,  the  highest  point  being  reached,  they  fall  back  a 
little  each  day,  to  begin  again  at  last  at  the  lowest  point. 
This  I  learned  and  also  that  this  progression  and  retro 
gression  extend  to  their  highest  point  twice  in  the  year, 
in  Ramadan  and  when  the  Crab  prepareth  to  return  from 
the  summer  solstice." 

"  And  the  cause  of  this — surely  thou  hast  ascertained 
the  cause,  who  hath  so  cleverly  noted  the  effect?" 
Harun's  eager  face  fell  with  disappointment  as  Geber 
slowly  shook  his  head.  The  intellectual  attraction  ex 
isting  between  these  two  was  strange.  Though  Geber 
had  vowed  the  destruction  of  this  man  and  hated  him 
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with  the  implacable  hate  of  the  wronged  Arab,  though 
Harun  feared  the  astrologer,  divining  intuitively  the 
carefully-hidden  springs  of  revenge  which  moved  his 
mysterious  actions,  and  hating  cordially  what  he  could 
not  understand,  yet  both  men  were  so  sincerely  moved 
to  admiration  by  the  unusual  intellectual  qualities  which 
each  discovered  in  the  other,  that  in  the  excitement  of 
argument  or  discussion  all  the  past  was  forgotten  and 
each  turned  naturally  to  the  other  to  receive  the  sym 
pathy  of  thought  he  knew  existed  there  for  him. 

To-day  the  intercourse  between  Harun  and  the  astrol 
oger  had  been  unusually  free  from  restraint,  and  Geber, 
forgetting  all  else,  looked  really  regretful  when  he  an 
swered  the  khalif  in  the  negative. 

"  Fain  would  I  discover  the  cause,  Sire,  but  labour  as 
I  might  I  drew  no  nearer  to  the  solution  than  to  satisfy 
myself  that  the  moon  indeed  it  was  that  influenced  the 
rising  and  the  falling  of  the  waters,  but  for  what  reason 
or  in  what  manner,  that  have  I  never  been  able  to  dis 
cover,  though  many  nights  have  I  grown  weary  of  soul 
in  a  vain  striving.  Indeed  I  think — " 

Here  he  paused,  for  Jaafar  entered  at  this  moment  and 
approaching  the  khalif  said  a  few  words  in  his  ear. 
Harun  listened  with  an  ill  grace  and  his  face  clouded 
with  vexation,  but  he  nodded  an  assent  and  Jaafar  with 
drew.  In  the  babel  which  had  followed  the  interruption 
Geber  had  recalled  himself  to  the  present  and  resumed 
his  haughty  coldness  of  manner.  Begging  to  be  dis 
missed,  he  was  about  to  withdraw  from  the  room  when 
Jaafar  again  entered  accompanied  by  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah, 
at  sight  of  whom  Geber  paused  upon  the  outskirts  of  the 
circle  of  wise  men,  who  for  once  united  against  a  common 
enemy  and  turned  their  back  upon  him  with  glances  of 
envious  rage. 

Rafi  prostrated  himself  and  his  salutations  were  humble 
and  fervent.  Harun  returned  the  greetings  graciously 
and  presented  Rafi  to  the  courtiers,  council  and  wise 
men  who  formed  his  court  that  morning,  with  a  great 
urbanity. 

"  This  is  the  brave  man,"  he  said  to  them,  "  a  soldier 
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and  a  Captain  of  my  Horse,  who  yesterday  at  the  risk  of 
his  own  life  saved  the  life  of  your  prince,  my  son  Amin. 
Wherefore  I  decreed  that  he  should  choose  his  own 
reward  from  the  length  and  breadth  of  my  kingdom." 
The  murmur  of  admiration  at  his  generosity  which  arose 
was  incense  in  his  nostrils.  With  the  Eastern  instinct 
for  theatrical  effect,  he  made  the  most  of  such  oppor 
tunities  for  public  display  of  his  virtues,  desiring  on  all 
occasions  to  impress  his  people  with  the  belief  that  Harun 
the  Just  was  not  only  just,  but  was  lavishly  generous  to 
those  who  deserved  his  gratitude.  In  this  case  he  had  a 
further  reason  for  attracting  attention  to  the  honour  he 
was  about  to  do  this  troublesome  young  man. 

"  Speak,  therefore,  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  and  receive  thy 
righteous  reward,  for  my  kingdom  itself  had  been  worth 
less  to  me,  were  I  to-day  a  father  mourning  for  his  be 
loved  son — and  that  had  I  assuredly  been  but  for  thy 
quickness  and  bravery." 

The  very  recollection  revived  the  fading  gratitude,  and 
it  was  not  all  acting  that  his  cheek  was  flushed  and  his 
eye  glistening  with  grateful  emotion  as  he  awaited  Rafi's 
request.  Rafi  was  very  pale  and  he  spoke  at  first  in  a 
low  and  tremulous  tone. 

"  Oh  Descendant  of  the  Prophet,  I  crave  thy  patience 
if  I  speak  first  a  few  words  beside  the  subject.  My 
meaning  will  soon  be  clear  to  thee."  The  whole  room 
listened  eagerly  as  Harun  waved  an  impatient  acquies 
cence. 

My  father,  himself  one  in  a  long  line  of  unbroken  no 
bility,  gained  a  proud  name  in  the  wars  which  he  fought 
for  thy  sainted  grandfather  Al  Mansour,  under  Khaled 
the  Barmek,  and  for  thy  revered  father  Al  Mehdi — the 
rest  of  Allah  be  their  lot ! — Do  I  not  speak  the  truth  ?  " 

"  I  have  heard  somewhat  of  it,"  responded  Harun  with 
a  little  dryness,  for  sovereigns  as  a  rule  prefer  to  remem 
ber  their  own  obligations,  unaided  by  reminders  from 
those  who  have  conferred  the  favour. 

"  Thy  father  Al  Mehdi,  in  appreciation  of  these  serv 
ices,  made  him  a  general  in  his  army  and  governor  of 
two  of  his  provinces,  with  official  residence  at  Samarkand, 
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where  the  honours  and  benefits  already  bestowed  upon 
our  family  were  added  unto  by  the  gift  of  a  castle  and  a 
large  tract  of  land  surrounding  it.  When  my  father  died 
— may  the  Prophet  intercede  for  him  ! — this  descended 
to  me,  since  I  was  the  eldest  son,  but  preferring  the  life 
of  my  father  and  of  his  father  before  him,  for  many  gen 
erations,  I  left  my  brother  Beshir  to  possess  the  land, 
while  I  gave  my  life  to  the  service  of  my  most  gracious 
and  worshipful  sovereign.  In  this  service  have  I  gained 
the  post  of  Captain  of  thy  Horse  under  thy  worthy 
general  Firaz  al  Aswad,  and  to  me  a  year  and  more  gone, 
in  token  of  thy  recognition  and  esteem  of  the  qualities 
which  I  had  exhibited,  so  was  I  informed  by  the  hand  of 
thy  secretary,  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  thou  wert  graciously 
pleased  to  confide  a  certain  secret  mission,  which  I  trust 
I  fulfilled  in  a  manner  to  earn  thy  approval." 

It  was  becoming  evident  that  Rafi  was  cither  a  very 
clumsy  courtier,  or  a  very  brave  man,  for  every  sentence 
which  he  spoke  served  to  deepen  the  disapproving  frown 
on  Harun's  brow  and  to  erase  all  kindly  expression  from 
his  mouth  and  eyes.  Even  Jaafar  looked  perplexed  and 
regretful,  and  there  was  an  uneasy  stir  throughout  the 
hall,  for  the  daring,  straightforward  soldier  was  a  general 
favourite,  and  even  the  most  indifferent  of  self-seekers  felt 
a  pang  of  regret  that  he  should  so  certainly  destroy  this 
golden  opportunity. 

"  Aaron  the  Just  needeth  none  to  remind  him  of  his 
obligations,"  said  Harun  in  a  clear,  metallic  voice. 
"  'Twere  better  to  trust  his  memory,  I  would  suggest  thee, 
unrefreshed  by  suggestions  of  thine.  Yet  I  owe  thee  the 
debt  and  will  pay  it  in  thine  own  way,  having  so  promised. 
Thou  wouldst  ask  for  a  higher  rank  in  the  army,  or  the 
position  of  governor  which  thy  father  held  before  thee?" 

"  Nay,  most  lenient  sovereign,  that  was  not  the  thought 
in  my  mind.  Thou  mistakest  me,  Sire.  I  spoke  not  of 
these  past  things  to  remind  thee  of  any  fancied  obliga 
tion."  Here  Rafi  paused  and  looked  at  the  khalif  in  hon 
est  perplexity.  "  In  very  truth  I  know  not  how  to  clothe 
my  desire  in  words.  A  soldier's  sword  maketh  but  a  poor 
substitute  for  a  tailor's  shears,  at  that  work.  I  spoke  of 
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the  honours  bestowed  upon  us  only  to  remind  the  Pro 
tector  of  the  Nations  that  we  are  not  unknown  to  fame, 
nor  yet  lacking  in  this  world's  riches  and  lands,  as  are  so 
many  brave  soldiers  who  prefer  the  sword  to  idle  ease. 
I  desired  to  remind  thee  of  these  things  and  of  my  influ 
ence  among  the  people  my  father  governed,  in  order  to 
make  the  prayer  I  would  make  thee  seem  if  possible  less 
strange  and  presuming  in  thine  eyes." 

By  this  time  all  eyes  were  upon  the  young  soldier  and 
all  ears  listening  with  interest  to  his  words.  He  had  for 
gotten  his  embarrassment,  his  bronze  face  was  flushed  and 
his  clear  eyes  shone,  and  as  Harun  looked  upon  his  brave 
beauty  of  form  and  feature  the  lines  about  his  mouth 
softened. 

"  Thy  prayer  is  already  granted  thee,"  he  said.  "  I 
promised  thee  all  thy  desire  if  thou  wouldst  bring  back 
to  me  my  son  who  was  as  dead.  Thou  hast  but  to  ask 
and  the  world  shall  witness  that  Harun  al  Raschid  for- 
getteth  not  his  word  !  " 

Rafi  straightened  his  shoulders  and  drew  in  a  deep 
breath. 

"  Thou  makest  my  heart  to  sing  for  joy  by  thy  words," 
he  said  with  direct  simplicity.  "  I  feared  that  even  thy 
marvellous  kindness  might  refuse  to  grant  the  boon  I 
would  ask  at  thy  hands.  Therefore  I  desired  to  prove  to 
thee  that  it  would  not  be  bestowed  on  one  entirely  un 
worthy  of  it  in  wealth  or  rank."  He  sank  upon  his  knees 
and  raised  his  frank  face,  glowing  with  the  brightness  of 
a  great  hope. 

"  The  gift  I  would  ask  of  thee,  oh  Generous  One,  is 
the  hand  in  marriage  of  the  woman  whom  I  love  with  my 
whole  soul — the  hand  of  thy  sister,  the  Princess  Oleija!  " 

There  is  a  second  of  silence  following  the  closest  light 
ning  stroke  into  which  seems  to  gather  and  concentrate 
all  the  vital  fluid  of  the  flash,  before  the  strained  air  breaks 
and  the  deafening  crash  rends  the  shrinking  and  expec 
tant  ear.  This  second  of  absolute  silence  followed  Rafi's 
words  ;  then  there  was  a  great  in-taking  of  breath,  an 
awed  murmur  of  wonder  at  Rafi's  daring,  and  all  eyes  were 
fixed  on  the  khalif  in  a  dread  curiosity  as  to  how  he  would 
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meet  the  issue.  His  royal  word  was  given  and  his  whole 
court  had  practically  been  called  upon  to  witness  how 
royally  that  word  would  be  kept ;  yet  how  could  the  most 
rigid  laws  of  honour  require  that  the  King  of  Arabia 
should  bestow  the  hand  of  his  sister  upon  a  comparatively 
poor  and  unknown  soldier?  Harun's  face  had  grown  as 
colourless  as  his  tunic  under  the  pressure  which  he  was 
exerting  upon  himself  after  the  first  tidal  wave  of  uncon 
trollable  fury  had  swept  over  his  soul,  purpling  his  cheeks 
and  brow  and  flashing  from  his  eyes  like  the  deadly  de 
scending  gleam  of  his  sacred  sword  of  Mohammed,  The 
Piercer.  Before  a  word  had  passed  his  shaking  lips, 
however,  the  sound  of  a  cough — almost  he  could  have 
imagined  it  a  mocking  laugh — cut  the  silence,  and  looking 
up  he  met  Geber's  eyes  across  the  crowded  hall.  Many 
things  returned  suddenly  to  his  memory  and  his  heart 
called  back  to  its  citadel  the  forces  it  had  sent  out  to  re 
pulse  a  presumptuous  enemy  and  punish  a  deadly  insult. 

"  My  sister,  the  Princess  Oleija  ! "  he  repeated  in  a 
strained  voice.  "  It  may  be  that  I  should  feel  grateful  to 
thee  that  thou  dost  not  ask  for  the  throne  itself." 

"  I  pray  thee,  dear  Lord  and  King  !  "  cried  Rafi  impetu 
ously,  "  forgive  the  great  presumption  of  thy  servant  that 
he  hath  dared  to  raise  his  eyes  to  a  star  from  the  dust 
where  he  kneeleth  at  thy  feet.  Since  the  day  when  it  was 
given  to  me'by  Allah  to  preserve  the  life  of  the  princess, 
my  heart  hath  fed  upon  itself  for  starving  love  of  her.  I 
am  not  indeed  worthy  that  her  lightest  glance  should  rest 
upon  my  face — what  man  upon  the  earth  is  ? — yet  for  her 
sake  would  I  move  mountains  and  drive  thine  enemies 
before  me  like  swine  into  the  sea.  The  people  of  thy 
provinces  love  me  and  I  will  bind  them  to  thee  and  to  thy 
sons  after  thee  with  bonds  that  no  strain  may  break.  I 
will  make  thy  name  known  to  the  farthest  barbarian  in 
the  northern  seas,  and  for  thee  I  will  ravish  the  world  of 
its  treasures  and  pour  them  at  thy  feet.  Grant  me  this 
priceless  gift,  Sire,  and  I  will  be,  not  thy  servant,  but  thy 
faithful  slave,  and  what  one  man  may  do  in  all  his  life  to 
prove  his  heart's  gratitude  to  his  benefactor,  that  will  I  do 
for  thee  to  the  last  drop  of  blood  in  my  loyal  body  !  " 
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Harun  had  time  to  consider  many  things  while  the  im 
passioned  words  flowed  unchecked  from  Rafi's  lips;  at 
the  close  he  could  smile  again  and  the  colour  had  returned 
to  his  face. 

"  When  I  promised  thee  aught  thou  couldst  desire,  I 
confess  I  thought  of  some  gift  more  easily  bestowed  than 
the  one  thou  hast  chosen.  I  thought  to  make  thee  gov 
ernor,  or  a  general,  or  perchance  to  make  thee  ruler  over 
some  more  distant  province  which  rcquireth  the  wisdom 
of  one  in  whose  bravery  and  uprightness  I  can  trust.  I  had 
also  planned  to  entrust  to  thee  the  command  of  a  special 
and  secret  mission  which  departeth  to-night  into  Egypt. 
For,"  with  a  winning  smile,  "  the  ruler  who  doth  best  ap 
preciate  bravery  and  loyalty  knoweth  that  he  doth  also 
best  reward  it  by  demanding  of  it  further  service." 

Rafi  flushed  with  gratification  and  would  have  stam 
mered  out  assurances,  but  Harun  checked  him  with  a 
gesture,  still  smiling  on  him  gravely  and  gently. 

"  If  thou  dost  indeed  wish  it,  thou  shalt  still  command 
the  expedition,  for  of  a  truth,  failing  thee,  I  know  not 
where  to  turn  on  the  moment  for  one  thy  equal  in  dis 
cretion,  bravery  and  the  experience  necessary  to  insure 
the  venture  a  successful  outcome.  Of  this  I  will  inform 
thee  more  fully  when  thy  .preparations  are  made  for  the 
journey.  Concerning  the  other—  He  turned  toward 
the  audience  whose  anxiety  had  relaxed  and  who  were 
already  murmuring  with  envy  among  themselves  at  the 
young  man's  marvellous  fortune. 

"  Lords  and  gentlemen,  I  called  ye  to  bear  witness  that 
Harun  al  Raschid  never  breaketh  his  word  to  friend  or 
enemy.  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  asketh  of  me  a  great  gift,  but 
the  service  was  greater.  The  maiden,  however,  hath  also 
a  voice  in  the  matter,  though  I  trust '  she  may  be  easily 
influenced  to  become  of  our  mind.  Thy  mission  will  un 
fortunately  not  admit  of  an  hour's  delay,"  he  continued 
smoothly  to  Rafi  ;  "  though  surely  so  great  a  joy  will 
lose  nothing  by  a  slight  delay.  On  thy  speedy  return  all 
that  rcmaineth  shall  be  discussed  and  arranged." 

Even  Rafi,  blind  with  hope  and  happiness,  was  sur 
prised  at  the  ease  with  which  he  had  gained  his  victor}'', 
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but  the  successful  man  rarely  considers  his  success  unde 
served  or  of  too  great  measure,  therefore  he  rarely  looks 
upon  it  with  suspicion.  Rafi  certainly  did  not,  for  throw 
ing  himself  at  the  khalif's  feet  he  allowed  his  joyful  grati 
tude  extravagant  expression  and  the  khalif  listened  in 
kindly  complaisance,  while  his  audience  applauded  his 
generosity  as  in  duty  bound  and  stifled  their  envy  in 
congratulations  to  the  successful  suitor. 

Suddenly  the  scene  was  interrupted  by  an  actor  not 
cast  in  the  play.  He  was  of  a  great  height,  cadaverous 
of  face  and  emaciated  of  body,  with  hollow,  weary  eyes 
that  burned  like  ash-smothered  coals  beneath  his  over 
hanging  brows.  Looking  into  them,  you  knew  that 
should  by  any  accident  the  ashes  of  indifference  be  raked 
aside,  the  coals  would  burn  with  a  fervour  and  heat  that 
might  ignite  great  fires.  He  wore  a  single  garment,  a 
white  linen  shift,  and  the  cone-shaped  cap  of  the  wander 
ing  dervish.  About  his  waist  was  bound  a  string  of 
gourds,  some  containing  food,  some  water.  Around  his 
neck  hung  the  rosary  of  beads  used  by  the  devout  in 
praying.  The  crowd  parted  instantly  at  his  approach 
and  he  advanced  with  a  natural  majesty  to  the  very  foot 
of  the  raised  dais  upon  which  Harun  sat.  Rafi  fell  back, 
wondering,  but  impressed.  There  the  strange  figure 
paused,  and,  raising  his  hollow  eyes,  looked  searchingly 
at  the  khalif,  who  returned  the  gaze  with  a  benevolent 
smile.  A  murmur  passed  through  the  hall. 

"  'Tis  the  reformed  robber,  Ali  al  Fudail.  He  was 
once  the  pest  and  the  fear  of  all  the  country  around 
Balkh  and  Samarkand,  but  one  night  as  he  climbed  a 
wall  to  rob  a  nobleman,  he  heard  a  voice,  so  'tis  reported, 
that  called  on  him  to  repent  and  turn  from  his  evil  ways, 
for  Allah  and  the  Prophet  had  need  of  him.  Thereupon 
he  retired  to  a  mountain  cave,  where  he  spendeth  day 
and  night  in  prayer  and  fasting,  and  he  hath  become  an 
adept,  and  no  man  knoweth  the  manner  nor  the  time  of 
his  coming  or  his  going.  He  hath  become  a  holy  and 
righteous  man  and  worketh  almost  as  strange  miracles 
among  the  sick  as  doth  the  great  Geber  himself." 

Ali  stood,  erect  and  imposing  ;  the  white  purity  of  his 
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spotless  garb  in  deep  contrast  with  the  gaunt  dark  face 
above.  When  he  spoke  his  voice  rang  with  a  bell-like 
music  which  made  it  a  pleasure  only  to  listen  to  its 
tones.  He  did  not  prostrate  himself  before  the  khalif, 
or  even  bow  his  head,  but  looked  straight  into  the  eyes 
of  the  all-powerful  ruler. 

"  Whoso  striveth  to  promote  the  true  religion,  striveth 
for  the  advantage  of  his  own  soul,"  was  his  only  saluta 
tion.  Harun  fell  with  his  usual  grace  into  the  humour  of 
the  mood  and  replied  gravely,  "  For  God  regardeth  his 
servants  who  say,  '  O  Lord,  we  do  sincerely  believe ;  for- 
give  us  therefore  our  sins  and  deliver  us  from  the  pain  of 
hell-fire,  the  patient  and  the  lovers  of  truth  and  the 
devout  and  the  alms-givers  and  those  who  ask  pardon 
early  in  the  morning.'" 

"  '  There  is  no  God  but  God,  the  Living,  the  Self-sub 
sisting  ! '  "  cried  Ali  al  Fudail  loudly,  his  eyes  burning  as 
they  rested  upon  Harun's  face,  who  bowed  his  royal 
head  humbly  before  the  beggar,  and  added  mechanically, 
"'There  is  no  God  but  God,  and  Mohammed  is  His 
Prophet!''  The  adept  was  silent  for  a  moment,  his 
strange  eyes  fixed  unwaveringly  upon  the  khalif.  Then 
he  addressed  him  directly  : 

"  Oh,  thou  of  the  handsome  face,  the  man  whose  hand 
governeth  these  people,  verily  thou  hast  undertaken  a 
heavy  burden !  " 

"Allah  hath  bestowed  upon  me  the  power  to  sustain 
it,"  replied  Harun  piously,  though  perhaps  his  humility 
hid  a  trace  of  irony.  "  But  thou,"  he  continued,  "  thou 
to  whose  power  and  knowledge  all  the  secrets  and  hidden 
treasures  of  the  world  are  bare  and  visible,  how  great  is 
thy  self-abnegation  to  dwell  in  poverty  and  solitude  and 
to  subsist  upon  the  crust  bestowed  by  charity  !  " 

"  Thine  is  greater,"  returned  the  adept  quietly. 

"  How  so  ?  " 

"  I  make  abnegation  but  of  this  world  ;  thou  dost  re 
linquish  that  which  is  to  come.  This  world  is  transitory, 
but  that  endureth  for  ever."  The  majesty  of  the  voice 
chained  the  attention  of  his  hearers  and  the  words  fell 
upon  their  ears  with  an  unspeakable  solemnity.  It  was 
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almost  as  if  they  had  heard  their  own  eternal  doom  pro 
nounced  by  some  adjudging  angel  speaking  from  a  plane 
above  the  reach  of  their  earthly  vengeance  or  vindictive- 
ness.  Harun  himself  was  acutely  moved  and  the  tears 
started  to  his  eyes  and  fell  unheeded  upon  his  cheek. 

"Thou  hast  done  well  in  the  eyes  of  Allah  to  remind 
me  that  I,  too,  am  mortal  and  accountable  to  Him  for 
my  deeds.  Take  this  purse  in  token  of  my  gratitude !  " 
Al  Fudail  motioned  back  the  outstretched  hand. 

"  For  money  I  have  no  need.     I  come  but  to  warn  thee." 

"  To  warn  me  !     Of  what  ?  " 

"  For  that  purpose  am  I  sent,  therefore  give  heed  to 
my  words.  Hold  not  to  the  intent  which  is  at  this  instant 
in  thy  heart.  Deal  justly  by  all  men,  but  especially  by 
him  to  whom  thou  dost  now  meditate  evil.  Then  shalt 
thou  prosper,  and  thy  sons  who  shall  come  after  thee. 
But  if  thou  dost  carry  out  thy  purpose  I  am  bidden  to 
tell  thee  that  the  greatness  of  thy  kingdom  shall  end 
with  thee,  for  dissensions  and  insurrections  shall  arise 
because  of  the  wrong  thou  meditatest  ;  thy  friends  shall 
fail  thee  and  become  dust  in  thy  nostrils,  the  evil  deeds 
of  thy  youth  shall  rise  up  in  judgment  against  thee,  thy 
sons  shall  inherit  a  divided  kingdom  and  their  greatness 
shall  fade  into  the  nothingness  of  that  which  has  been. 
Thou  shalt  know  sorrow  and  the  bitterness  thereof,  for 
it  shall  be  forbidden  thee  to  mourn  where  thou  lovest  and 
losest,  and  thou  shalt  die  alone  and  in  defeat,  and  shall  go 
hence  to  answer  for  thy  deeds.  The  truth  hath  been 
spoken.  Farewell  !  " 

"  Seize  him  !  Bring  me  the  traitor,  the  impostor  !  " 
Harun's  face  was  livid,  and  his  lips  shook  with  fear  and 
anger.  Many  hands  were  stretched  out  to  grasp  the 
gaunt  old  figure  in  its  white  shift,  but  even  as  they 
grasped  it,  Ali  al  Fudail  seemed  suddenly  to  have  dis 
appeared.  Only  Geber  felt  a  light  touch  upon  his  sleeve 
and  in  his  ear  sounded  the  word,  "  Follow  !  "  in  a  strange 
tongue,  which  yet  he  understood.  He  looked  a  last  time 
at  the  scene  of  confusion  before  him  and  then  passed 
out  into  the  street  with  brooding  eyes.  From  the 
shadow  of  a  great  wall  a  tall  figure  joined  him. 
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"  I  have  been  waiting  for  thee,"  AH  a.1  Fudail  said 
quietly. 

"  What  hast  thou  to  do  with  me?  "  asked  Geber,  scorn 
fully. 

"  Thou  mayest  well  ask.  And  of  mine  own  choice  I 
had  never  anything  to  do  with  thee,  apostate  !  But  I 
have  been  ordered  differently  and  I  obey.  When  we  are 
alone  and  between  four  walls  I  will  tell  thee  mine 
errand." 

They  walked  in  silence,  threading  their  way  among  the 
gay  throngs  of  the  streets  until  they  reached  the  walls  of 
Geber's  courtyard.  Here,  crouching  in  the  shadow  of 
the  closed  gate,  was  the  half-naked  form  of  a  boy.  He 
raised  his  haggard,  fever-stricken  eyes  as  they  approached 
and.  recognising  Geber,  sprang  toward  him  joyfully  and 
kissed  his  hand. 

"  Aba,  what  doest  thou  here  ?  "  cried  Geber,  with  the 
consternation  of  the  physician.  "Away  from  thy  bed  in 
the  heat  of  the  day  !  " 

Aba  pressed  into  his  hand  a  paper.  "  She  is  dead," 
he  said,  "  and  she  bade  me  bring  thee  this." 

"  Dead ! " 

"  She  is  dead  and  they  have  buried  her  and  the  feet 
of  the  mourners  fill  the  room.  Also  their  hands  have 
seized  upon  her  possessions  and  they  have  driven  me 
away,  saying  that  I  had  no  longer  any  right  there. 
Wherefore  I  have  come  to  thee." 

He  sat  down  again  upon  the  ground  in  an  attitude  of 
dull  despair,  his  aching  head  bowed  upon  his  knees. 
Geber  read  the  soiled  bit  of  paper  the  lad  had  brought 
him  and  handed  it  to  his  companion.  His  own  eyes 
burned  with  an  angry  flame. 

"  That  is  the  man  whom  thou  didst  try  but  an  hour 
gone  to  save  from  his  just  doom  !  "  he  said.  Ali  al  Fudail 
read  the  paper  thoughtfully. 

"True,  I  was  ordered  to  warn  him;  but  of  what  worth 
are  many  warnings  to  the  soul  drugged  in  pleasant  vices 
and  blinded  by  the  ignorance  engendered  by  its  own 
knowledge  ?  I  have  warned  him,  but  he  rebelled  at  the 
very  words  of  the  warning,  and  it  will  be  as  it  hath  been 
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written.  This  is  but  one  of  many  who  seem  wronged  to 
our  eyes."  He  pointed  to  the  crouching  and  silent  boy. 
"  At  the  end  it  will  be  made  plain  to  them — and  to 
him." 

He  passed  on  into  the  courtyard,  but  Geber  paused 
for  a  moment  and  touched  Aba  on  the  shoulder. 

"  Thou  shalt  live  with  me  henceforth,"  he  said,  "  and 
I  will  teach  thee  the  art  of  healing." 

The  words  pierced  the  mist  of  grief  in  the  boy's  brain. 
He  seized  Geber's  hand  and  kissed  it  rapturously,  then 
threw  himself  in  the  dust  and  placed  the  master's  foot 
upon  his  head. 

"  I  am  thy  servant  and  thy  slave  for  ever  !  "  he  cried, 
and  followed  Geber  through  the  gate  as  a  faithful  dog  is 
happiest  at  his  master's  heel. 


CHAPTER  XV 

Hope  not  if  wronged  but  we  repay 

Revenge  for  every  wrong  we  feel. 

ALFADHEL  IKN  ALABAS. 

As  Geber  and  AH  al  Fudail,  followed  by  the  boy  Aba, 
crossed  the  outer  courtyard  from  the  street  gate,  they 
were  met  by  a  rich  palanquin  whose  bearers  wore  the 
livery  of  the  house.  Geber  stopped  them  peremptorily. 

"  Whither  goest  thou,  my  daughter  ? "  he  asked,  as 
Yacuta  drew  back  the  curtains  and  looked  out.  The  at 
tendants  and  slaves  drew  aside,  but  the  adept  on  the  con 
trary  followed  Geber  closely  and  looked  searchingly  into 
the  face  of  the  young  girl  with  his  deep  eyes. 

"  To  the  palace,  to  the  Queen  Zobeide,"  she  answered, 
her  eyes  upon  the  stranger.  Her  face  was  covered  with 
its  veil  and  her  form  with  its  covering-garment  ;  the  con 
tempt  she  felt  for  the  half-naked  and  ancient  creature 
whom  she  took  for  a  beggar  was  hidden,  but  his  eyes 
possessed  a  strange  fascination  for  her.  She  experienced 
the  same  sensation  which  she  had  felt  the  night  Jaafar 
the  Barmek  had  looked  upon  her  for  the  first  time,  when 
she  had  gone  secretly  to  the  inner  court  unveiled  and 
unattended  and  had  implied  an  utter  innocence  of  inten 
tion.  Now  as  then  she  felt  that  her  soul  was  being  un 
veiled  and  its  inmost  secrets  laid  open  to  prying  eyes. 
She  drew  back  haughtily  and  closed  the  curtain.  She 
was  surprised  at  her  father's  abrupt  questioning,  but  she 
soon  dismissed  it  from  her  mind. 

Many  changes  had  taken  place  in  her  life  since  the 
day  when  she  had  viewed  the  exhuming  of  the  white- 
haired  old  prisoner  from  his  grave-like  matbak.  Igno 
rance,  not  innocence,  had  kept  the  girl  child-like  in  her 
Tarsus  prison.  Here  by  the  hand  of  the  queen  had  been 
opened  for  her  the  door  of  a  new  existence,  the  little 
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door  which  opened  from  the  barren,  dusty,  uninteresting 
highway  of  duty  into  the  fairy  Garden  of  Pleasure;  and 
walking  often  in  the  alluring  maze  of  its  pleasant  paths 
she  had  gathered  wisdom  and  become  a  woman. 

Yacuta  flattered  herself  that  she  attracted  and  held 
the  fickle,  vagrant  fancy  of  the  queen  by  her  own  wit 
and  power  of  pleasing,  which  she  certainly  exerted  to 
the  utmost.  She  possessed  by  instinct,  when  she  felt 
called  upon  to  use  it,  that  invaluable  quality  of  the 
courtier,  the  sympathetic  comprehension  of  each  and 
every  mood  of  the  superior  who  is  to  be  flattered.  Some 
gain  this  power  through  love,  and  some  through  the 
promptings  of  self-interest ;  for  no  self-effacement  is  so 
complete  as  that  incited  by  exclusive  thought  of  self. 
Sympathy  is  the  magic  countersign  of  the  human  heart. 
Under  its  cover  the  veriest  traitor  may  creep  safely  into 
the  most  impregnable  fortress  ;  implacable  enemies  learn 
suddenly  that  they  are  friends,  and  indifferent  strangers 
rush  intimately  into  each  other's  lives  under  its  inspira 
tion.  No  existence  is  so  lowly  that  it  is  beneath  the 
cheering  influence  of  sympathy,  no  station  so  high  that 
it  is  above  the  human  need  of  comprehension. 

Yacuta  was  quick  to  perceive  that  Zobeide  the  Queen 
had  changed  in  these  latter  days.  A  gentler  expression, 
almost  at  times  one  of  humble  sadness,  as  if  she  were 
one  of  her  own  slaves,  often  now  replaced  the  old  way 
ward  arrogance  of  her  beauty  and  a  softer  kindness 
marked  her  favours.  The  relations  between  her  and  her 
sister-in-law  Abassa  were  somewhat  strained,  though 
each  was  too  intent  upon  hiding  the  change  in  feeling 
from  the  other  to  notice  its  existence  in  that  other. 
Both  withdrew  more  and  more  from  a  former  daily  com 
panionship,  but  when  thrown  together  each  watched  the 
other  with  a  secret  and  minute  vigilance.  Jaafar  came 
but  seldom  to  the  harem  now,  preferring  as  a  reason  the 
pressure  of  duties  attendant  upon  Harun's  gigantic  prep 
arations  for  war.  This  excuse  certainly  satisfied  Harun 
himself,  for  having  allowed  a  longer  period  than  usual 
to  elapse  in  peace,  his  appetite  for  war  was  sharply 
whetted,  and  having  received  private  warning  that  Ni- 
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cephorusthe  Greek  intended  an  immediate  open  defiance 
and  outbreak  of  rebellion,  he  at  once  began  preparations 
for  a  crushing  punishment.  This,  with  the  threatened 
disaffection  of  his  wealthy  provinces  of  Balkh  and 
Samarkand,  was  more  than  sufficient  to  account  for  the 
preoccupation  of  both  the  khalif  and  his  chief  adviser, 
Jaafar.  Yacuta,  however,  was  not  entirely  satisfied,  and 
her  lustrous  eyes  under  their  silken  veils  were  always 
keenly  occupied  in  an  endeavour  to  discover  some  hidden 
spring  for  these  apparently  open  actions.  And  she  soon 
learned  that  she  was  not  alone  in  her  watchfulness.  When 
her  eyes  stealthily  regarded  some  casual  meeting  between 
Zobeide  and  Jaafar,  they  usually  encountered  the  equally 
eager  eyes  of  Abassa,  intent  upon  the  same  scene.  Yacuta 
thought  of  this  rival,  however,  only  with  contempt,  for 
she  had  seen  Jaafar's  eyes  harden  and  turn  quickly  away 
when  they  met  her  appealing  gaze.  She  had  come  to 
really  consider  herself  (in  her  thoughts)  as  Abassa's  rival : 
for  with  the  boldness  engendered  of  desire  and  the  change 
made  in  her  position  by  the  queen's  notice  and  her  con 
sequent  elevation  to  the  position  in  the  harem  of  a  sort  of 
royal  favourite,  Yacuta  really  dared  to  aspire,  if  secretly 
as  yet,  to  the  hope  of  becoming  the  wife  of  the  Barmek. 
Nor,  in  the  light  of  Geber's  constantly  increasing  wealth 
and  influence  and  high  position  in  the  city  and  with  the 
khalif,  was  this  aspiration  misplaced,  if  only  she  could 
secure  at  least  the  acquiescence  of  the  principal  figure 
in  her  plan, — Jaafar  himself.  She  was  intently  consider 
ing  this  latter  point  as  she  rode  along  toward  the  palace 
to-day.  The  memory  of  the  expression  in  the  strange 
beggar's  eyes  recurred  to  her  with  a  shiver  of  repulsion 
in  the  midst  of  many  rosy  dreams,  as  they  passed  the 
outer  guard  and  entered  the  second  hall  of  the  inner  quad 
rangle.  Here  she  stopped  the  palanquin  and  called  Al 
Jubbai  to  her  side. 

"  I  dare  not,  Mistress!  "  he  said,  shaking  his  head  de 
cisively  in  response  to  some  low-toned  words  which  she 
spoke  in  his  ear.  "  The  master  looked  at  me  as  we 
passed  him  going  out,  with  a  sharpness  that  well-nigh 
froze  my  blood  in  my  veins.  How  can  I  hope  that  any 
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of  my  deeds  may  remain  hidden  from  that  all-seeing 
man?  And  if  he  discover  that  I  have  aided  and  abetted 
thee  in  this,  then  am  I  a  dead  man — or  worse.  Nay,  I 
dare  not ;  least  of  all  to-day  with  the  memory  of  that 
glance  still  curdling  my  senses." 

"  Folly  !  "  cried  Yacuta  impatiently.  "  Thou  shiest  at 
shadows,  like  a  wayward  horse.  Had  my  father  guessed 
aught  of  my  purpose  to-day,  would  he  not  certainly  have 
stopped  me  when  he  questioned  me  at  the  gate  ?  I  tell 
thee  his  mind  is  occupied  with  other  things,  as  I  very 
well  know,  and  thou  canst  earn  thy  dinar  in  perfect 
safety."  Al  Jubbai  still  shook  his  head,  but  with  less 
of  decision  as  his  eyes  fell  upon  the  shining  gold  held  out 
to  him. 

"Nay,  but  I  tell  thee  it  is  a  necessity!"  she  cried 
angrily,  as  he  still  persisted  in  his  refusal. 

"  If  thou  wilt  make  it  five,  instead  of  one,"  he  said  at 
last  sullenly,  "  I  will  submit  for  this  one  time,  though  I 
am  risking  my  life  to  pleasure  thee."  She  gave  him  the 
sum  he  demanded  as  she  stepped  from  the  litter. 

"  Thou  robbest  me  of  a  greater  sum  on  each  occasion, 
good  Jubbai,"  she  said  with  rueful  petulance.  "Soon 
wilt  thou  have  the  chain  from  my  neck  and  the  jewels 
from  my  hair." 

Al  Jubbai's  eyes  fastened  upon  the  ornaments  she 
mentioned  and  he  registered  a  mental  vow  that  those 
should  indeed  be  his  next  demand.  He  dismissed  the 
bearers  to  the  slave's  durkaah  and  bade  the  other  at 
tendants  await  his  return.  As  they  were  about  to  pass 
through  the  heavy  hangings  of  a  doorway  that  led  to 
ward  the  harem,  Gulnare  disobeyed  the  command  and 
pressed  after  them,  speaking  breathlessly  in  her  haste 
and  timid  anxiety. 

"  I  pray  thee,  Mistress,  send  me  not  away  with  the 
others  !  Let  me  go  with  thee  to  protect  thee  !  "  Yacuta 
looked  at  her  with  a  haughty  frown.  "  From  what  should 
I  need  protection  in  the  queen's  palace,  girl,  and  above 
all,  what  protection  could  a  slave  afford  me?  Thou  for- 
gettest  thy  place."  She  swept  on  and  the  curtains  fell 
behind  them.  Turning  sharply  to  the  right,  instead  of 
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following  the  wide  passage  leading  direct  to  the  apart 
ments  of  the  royal  harem,  they  traversed  a  wide  and 
empty  room  of  an  unused  suite  of  apartments,  passed 
through  various  corridors  and  narrow,  unlighted  halls, 
curtained  chambers  and  gloomy  ante-chambers,  all  in  an 
ancient  and  unused  part  of  the  palace,  for  it  was  that 
part  which  had  been  occupied  by  Al  Hadi,  the  brother 
of  Harun,  during  his  short  reign.  Here  he  had  attempted 
to  poison  his  mother,  the  Queen  Kheizran,  and  here,  at 
her  instigation,  had  he  been  smothered  by  one  of  his  own 
female  slaves.  Unconquerable  superstition  left  it  there 
after  to  the  sole  occupation  of  his  uneasy  spirit,  and 
the  living  being  who  found  the  courage  to  wander  there 
was  as  safe  from  all  casual  intrusion  as  if  locked  in  the 
privacy  of  his  own  chamber. 

After  passing  through  nearly  the  entire  suite  to  the 
farther  end,  they  came  at  last  to  a  narrow  little  room, 
almost  a  closet,  whose  one  window  at  the  side  looked  out 
upon  the  queen's  private  garden.  The  room  was  hung 
with  silk  tapestry  in  a  yellow  brocade,  faded  and  even 
torn  now,  but  having  evidently  once  been  rarely  beauti 
ful.  As  they  entered  the  room  a  figure  sprang  toward 
them. from  the  farther  end  with  the  eagerness  of  long 
waiting.  Al  Jubbai  stepped  back  to  stand  on  guard  with 
out  the  door  and  Yacuta  advanced  leisurely  to  meet  the 
young  man  whom  the  dim  light  from  the  window  revealed 
to  be  the  scribe  Obeidah  ibn  Ali. 

"  I  have  waited  for  thee  these  three  days  in  vain  !  " 
he  said,  as  he  seized  her  hand  to  draw  her  toward  him. 

"  Be  thankful  that  thou  hadst  not  to  wait  three  more 
ere  I  came  to  thee,"  she  replied,  releasing  her  hand  from 
his  eager  grasp,  but  smiling  at  him  with  a  mixture  in  her 
manner  of  indifference  and  provocative  wilfulness  which 
encouraged  while  it  checked  the  young  man. 

"  Thou  knowest  I  count  the  hours  by  those  moments 
in  which  I  see  thy  perfect  face." 

"  And  I  am  forced  to  count  the  hours  by  the  watch 
which  my  father  doth  put  upon  my  actions  ;  and  I  doubt 
not  that  there  are  more  minutes  to  my  hour  than  to 
thine." 
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"  At  least  thou  art  with  me  now  !  Sweetheart,  tell  me 
when  I  may  go  openly  to  thy  father  and  ask  thy  hand  of 
him.  I  think,  when  I  have  told  him  all,  that  he  will  not 
find  me  entirely  unworthy  of  thee." 

"  What  is  it  thou  wilt  tell  him  ?  "  A  certain  note  in 
his  words  aroused  a  momentary  curiosity  in  her  mind, 
and  she  remembered  that  there  had  always  seemed  some 
thing  of  a  mystery  about  this  young  man.  He  hastened 
to  allay  the  curiosity  he  had  aroused. 

"  If  I  remind  him  that  I  am  the  scribe  of  Jaafar  the 
Barmek  and,  being  a  favourite  with  him  and  constantly 
under  the  eye  of  the  khalif  himself,  stand  in  the  way  of 
honour  and  promotion — think  you  he  would  not  be  moved 
to  listen  with  a  kindly  ear  to  our  desire?  And  having 
yielded  thec  thy  wishes  from  childhood,  he  will  scarce 
deny  thee  now  !  " 

"  Thou  art  bold,  friend  scribe,  to  demand  for  an  un 
known  and  untried  youth  the  hand  of  the  daughter  of  the 
great  Geber.  I  envy  thee  thy  courage  and  thy  self-as 
surance!"  She  tossed  her  head  proudly,  yet  smiled  into 
his  eyes  at  the  same  time,  and  the  scribe  caught  her  hand 
and  kissed  it  passionately  before  she  could  withdraw  it. 
The  colour  mounted  hotly  to  her  cheeks  and  she  snatched 
her  hand  away  angrily. 

"Be  not  vexed,  sweetheart !"  he  pleaded.  "  'Twas  a 
temptation  not  to  be  withstood  when  one  is  a  man  and 
hath  blood  and  not  ice  in  his  veins.  I  am  not  worthy  of 
thee,  nay,  what  prince  of  the  realm  is  ? — not  because  thou 
art  the  daughter  of  Geber  the  Master,  for  what  is  rank 
in  the  eyes  of  Love  when  he  aimeth  his  arrows — but  be 
cause  thou  art  the  flower  of  womanhood,  proud,  yet 
gentle,  most  beautiful,  yet  most  tender,  and,  above  all, 
thou  lovest  me  !  Dost  thou  not  love  me,  sweet  ?  " 

"  Tut,  I  have  fed  thee  on  sugar  enough  for  one  day. 
I  have  but  a  moment  more  to  stop  to-day  for  that  wretch 
Jubbai  groweth  extortionate  and  I  have  no  longer  the 
means  to  satisfy  him  and  dare  not  apply  again  to  my 
father  this  month." 

"  Bribe  him  with  this,  beloved."  The  young  scribe 
tore  two  rings  of  great  value  from  his  fingers.  "  They  are 


GEBER  221 

well  used  if  they  procure  me  a  glimpse  of  thy  loved 
face." 

She  took  the  rings  and  examined  them  closely  before 
she  put  them  upon  her  own  slender  fingers,  with  a  laugh 
at  the  way  in  which  they  loosely  hung  upon  the  dainty 
flesh  for  which  they  were  not  designed.  She  was  won 
dering  as  she  laughed  whether  she  would  dare  to  have 
them  reset  and  wear  them  herself.  As  she  wondered  she 
glanced  at  the  hand  he  had  stripped  to  enrich  her,  and 
noticed  that  one  ring  still  remained  upon  it,  a  flat  gold 
circlet  wrought  in  the  form  of  a  fish  with  tail  curled  to 
meet  its  head,  with  jewelled  eyes  and  scales  that  were 
wrought  into  very  marvels  of  glistening  realism.  It  was 
not  because  of  its  beauties  of  ornament,  however,  that 
Yacuta  started  as  her  eyes  fell  on  it,  and  she  leaned  for 
ward  to  examine  it  more  closely  with  an  exclamation  of 
interest  and  surprise  ;  it  was  because  this  peculiar  and 
unmistakable  symbol  was  the  sign  of  the  house  of 
Barmek.  Obeidah's  face  flushed  deeply  and  he  moved 
as  if  to  hide  the  ring  from  her  eyes  ;  then  perceiving 
that  it  was  too  late  to  do  this,  he  drew  it  from  his  finger 
and  handed  it  to  her  for  her  inspection. 

"  It  is  a  ring  of  the  house  of  Barmek,"  he  explained 
quietly.  "  It  was  given  to  me."  She  handed  it  back  to 
him.  Since  it  was  a  gift  to  him  she  could  not  of  course 
possess  it,  so  it  lost  its  interest  for  her  at  once. 

"  Before  I  go,  tell  me  what  goeth  on  at  court,"  she  said, 
and  Obeidah  turned  to  the  new  subject  willingly. 

''At  court,  sayest  thou  ?  There  is  little  of  interest. 
Harun  and  Jaafar  as  well  are  engrossed  with  the  prepa 
rations  for  this  war  which  are  now  nearly  completed.  We 
await  only  the  arrival  of  the  ambassador  from  the  Greek, 
whose  visit  hath  been  promised  us,  before  war  is  openly 
declared." 

"  Doth  the  Lord  Jaafar  go  with  the  khalif  to  the 
wars?  " 

"  He  makcth  ready  ;  though  there  hath  also  been  some 
talk  of  his  remaining  to  govern  the  city.  I  know  not  if 
it  hath  been  decided  whether  he  is  to  go  or  to  stay." 

"  And  thou — surely  thou  dost  accompany  him?  " 
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"  'Tis  so  decreed,  though  it  pleaseth  me  not  that  it 
should  so  pleasure  thee."  The  eagerness  of  her  look 
changed  to  a  soothing  smile. 

"  Well  do  I  know  that  thy  high  courage  would  not  lose 
this  chance  of  thine  advancement." 

"  If  my  advancement  doth  lead  me  to  thee." 

She  smiled,  a  reply  which  might  be  interpreted  in  any 
way  suggested  by  a  future  situation,  and  turned  to  the 
window  away  from  him. 

"  See !  "  she  said  under  her  breath.  "  It  is  Jaafar  and 
the  queen!"  "And  if  it  be!"  he  replied  wonderingly, 
"  what  is  that  to  thee?" 

The  queen  and  Jaafar  had  met  in  the  walk,  both  un 
attended  and  evidently  unexpectedly,  for  the  usual  mask 
of  cold  indifference  was  dropped  from  the  face  of  each. 
Zobeide's  eyes  burned  hungrily  into  his  and  her  hand 
clung  to  the  sleeve  of  his  tunic,  while  her  lips  moved 
rapidly  as  if  in  passionate  exclamation.  His  eyes  were 
troubled  but  steadfast,  and  shone  upon  her  with  a  light 
not  to  be  mistaken.  As  she  paused  in  her  rapid  speech 
he  replied  to  her  earnestly,  raising  his  hand  to  heaven  as 
if  pledging  himself  with  a  solemn  vow.  She  pressed  her 
lips  quickly  to  his  hand  and  turned  away  abruptly  down 
a  side-path  toward  the  palace.  Jaafar  stood  with  lowered 
head  for  some  moments,  then  roused  himself  and  moved 
away  in  another  direction.  When  he  had  disappeared 
Yacuta  turned  her  pale  face  from  the  window,  remember 
ing  the  presence  of  the  scribe.  He  was  regarding  her  with 
the  dawn  of  a  grave  suspicion  in  his  eyes.  She  opened 
her  lips  to  speak  to  him,  inventing  a  plausible  tale  at  the 
spurring  of  the  moment's  necessity,  when  a  sudden  sound 
outside  the  door  arrested  the  attention  and  speech  of  both. 
The  voice  of  Gulnare  spoke  hurrcdly  to  Al  Jubbai. 

"  Let  me  past  thee  instantly,  Al  Jubbai  !  I  tell  thee 
that  Harun  the  King  followeth  hard  after  me,  for  some 
spy  hath  whispered  of  secret  meetings  here  and  I  think 
he  doth  suspect  the  queen.  Yezid  the  sweeper  warned 
me  and  I  have  fled  hither.  Thou  knowest  that  it  will 
be  eternal  disgrace,  if  not  death  itself,  if  my  mistress  be 
found  within  with  a  lover !  " 
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"  But  thou — how  canst  thou  save  her !  "  The  lips  of 
the  eunuch  were  blue  with  fright.  "  That  I  should  have 
allowed  myself  to  be  brought  to  such  a  fearful  peril  !  I 
might  have  known  when  I  stumbled  with  my  left  foot  as 
I  crossed  the  threshold  of  the  palace." 

"  Loose  my  arm,  fool,  and  cease  thy  prating  !  "  Surely 
the  gentle  Gulnare  never  before  spoke  with  such  sharpness. 
"  I  tell  thee  I  can  save  her.  When  the  khalif  cometh,  do 
thou  delay  him  as  much  as  licth  with  his  temper  and 
the  safety  of  thy  skin  and  then  admit  him  freely,  for  he 
will  not  find  my  mistress  within." 

Gulnare  pushed  past  him  into  the  room.  Yacuta  stood 
in  the  centre  of  the  room  with  staring,  frightened  eyes 
and  white  face.  Obeidah  leaned  against  the  wall,  re 
garding  her  half  with  triumph,  half  with  fear.  The 
thought  within  his  heart  was  that  now  she  would  certainly 
belong  henceforth  to  him,  whether  she  would  or  not. 
There  was  no  way  in  which  he  could  aid  her.  The  only 
window  was  securely  fastened  ;  down  the  only  avenue  of 
escape  by  the  door  could  already  distinctly  be  heard  the 
approaching  footsteps  of  the  angry  khalif. 

"  Thou  hast  come  too  late  !  "  said  Yacuta  with  the  calm 
ness  of  hopelessness.  Then  she  turned  to  the  scribe  in  a 
fury  of  impotent  rage.  "  Viper  !  Thou  hast  brought  me 
to  this !  At  least  I  will  never  live  to  face  my  shame. 
Will  it  pleasure  thee  to  see  me  die  and  to  know—  Gul 
nare  struck  down  the  hand  that  raised  the  tiny  dagger. 

"  Haste  ! "  she  whispered,  for  Harun's  voice  could  be 
heard  at  the  outer  entrance  commanding  the  eunuch  to 
precede  him  and  Al  Jubbai's  in  reply  that  surely  the  lord 
of  all  the  earth  was  perfectly  right,  but  would  he  in  his 
gracious  magnanimity  insist  upon  learning  a  little  secret 
which  belonged  entirely  to  a  lower  order  of  beings  and 
could  have  no  manner  of  interest  for  one  so  great?  And 
so  on,  with  fear-quickened  art  while  his  brows  dripped 
cold  sweat  at  the  growing  anger  in  Harun's  face  and  his 
ears  were  strained  in  despair  at  the  lack  of  all  sound 
within.  Gulnare  had  seized  Yacuta's  arm. 

"  There  is  a  secret  door — here — enter  and  be  silent  as 
thou  dost  value  thy  life  and  honour  !  And  thou—  "  turn- 
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ing  to  the  scribe — "  dare  not  to  contradict  anything  which 
the  khalif  may  imagine  to  be  true ! "  As  she  spoke 
Harun  appeared  in  the  door,  followed  by  the  ashen-faced 
eunuch,  who  looked  from  one  to  the  other  of  the  occupants 
of  the  room  with  the  fallen  jaw  of  utter  amazement. 

"  What  dost  thou  here  ?  "  demanded  Harun  of  Gulnare, 
feeling  only  a  little  less  amazement  at  what  he  saw  than 
did  Al  Jubbai  himself.  "  Did  thy  mistress  send  thee  ?  " 

A  glib  lie  would  have  saved  her,  but  that  did  not  occur 
to  her.  She  had  sacrificed  the  letter  of  truth  to  save  her 
mistress,  but  she  would  sacrifice  no  smallest  part  of  its 
spirit  to  save  herself. 

"  Nay,  gracious  King,  I  may  not  say  so." 

"  Then,  thou  brazen  girl,  hast,  thou  come  here  to  meet 
thy  lover,  this  mad  youth  to  whom  I  should  mete  out  a 
proper  punishment,  were  he  not  so  necessary  to  the  Lord 
Jaafar  just  at  this  moment?  As  for  thee,  sir,  get  thee 
gone,  and  know  that  another  offence  will  wipe  clean  the 
record  of  thy  services  and  leave  me  free  to  deal  justly 
with  thee ! " 

Obeidah  slipped  obediently  away,  crestfallen,  perplexed 
and  ashamed.  There  was  much  which  he  could  not  com 
prehend  in  his  memories  of  the  events  just  passed  ;  there 
was  much  which  he  suspected  but  did  not  wish  to  com 
prehend.  Harun  turned  again  to  Gulnare  when  they 
were  alone. 

"  I  am  well  convinced  that  something  lieth  here  more 
than  can  be  seen  upon  the  surface.  I  am  of  a  mind  to 
learn  the  hidden  meaning.  Who  sent  thee  here?  " 

But  to  each  succeeding  question  Gulnare's  head  only 
drooped  lower  and  she  made  no  reply. 

"What  meanest  thou  by  this  silence?"  cried  the 
khalif  at  last  in  a  rage. 

"  I  may  not  answer  thee,  Sire." 

"  May  not  answer  me — what  new  riddle  is  this  ?  Speak, 
or  it  will  assuredly  be  the  worse  for  thee !  " 

"  Because,  being  a  Christian,  I  may  not  lie  to  thee  and 
the  truth  I  cannot  tell  thee."  She  spoke  sadly  but  firmly. 
Harun's  face  grew  grim. 

"  A  Christian  !     Then  will  there  be   but  one  way  in 
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which  to  wring  the  truth  from  thee,  and  the  truth  I  will 
have  ere  I  have  done  with  thee.  No  woman  shall  deceive 
Harun  the  Khalif  in  his  own  palace  and  live.  Bring  her 
hence !  " 

When  all  sounds  had  died  away  in  the  corridors  Al 
Jubbai  stole  back  to  the  closet  and  released  his  mistress. 
Half-fainting  with  fear  and  the  close  confinement  of  the 
closet,  he  supported  her  to  her  litter  and  she  breathed 
freely  once  more  only  in  the  fresh  air  of  the  city  streets. 

"What  wilt  thou  say  to  thy  father  concerning  Gul- 
nare?  "  the  eunuch  asked  her  at  the  street  door. 

"  Naught,  until  he  questions  me  concerning  her  and 
then  what  seemeth  best  at  the  moment,"  she  replied 
coolly. 

"  Wilt  thou  leave  her  to  be  punished — perchance  put 
to  death — by  Harun,  and  for  thy  fault?"  asked  Al  Jub 
bai  in  genuine  horror.  Yacuta  flushed  angrily. 

"  Wouldst  thou  put  the  life  of  a  slave  before  mine  ?  " 
she  asked.  "  He  dare  not  kill  her,  for  she  is  Geber's,  and 
he  feareth  Geber  too  deeply.  For  the  rest,  I  must  wait 
on  chance  to  aid  her.  Do  thou  hold  thy  foolish  tongue, 
or  it  will  be  less  well  for  both  thee  and  me  and  will  yet 
avail  her  naught.  She  knew  the  risk  she  ran  and  yet  it 
was  her  own  plan  to  save  me.  What  is  the  honour  of  a 
slave  compared  with  that  of  Geber's  daughter?  Here — 
let  this  silence  thy  foolish  fears  and  do  thou  uphold  me 
in  the  tale  I  tell  when  my  father  doth  question  me." 
She  took  one  of  the  scribe's  rings  from  her  fingers  and 
dropped  it  into  his  outstretched  palm. 

"  May  Allah  guard  and  preserve  the  poor  wench !  " 
muttered  the  eunuch  when  Yacuta  had  disappeared. 
"  'Tis  a  pretty  bauble  and  will  sell  for  many  dinars'' 


CHAPTER  XVI 

When  vain  dreams  are  stirred  with  sighing  near  the  morning, 

To  my  own  her  phantom  lips  I  feel  approach, 
And  her  smile  at  eve  breaks  o'er  me  without  warning 

From  its  speechless,  pale,  perpetual  reproach. 

Earth's  old  sins  press  fast  behind  me,  weakly  wailing, 
Faint  before  me  fleets  the  good  I  have  not  done, 

And  my  search  for  her  may  still  be  unavailing 
'Mid  the  spirits  that  are  passed  beyond  the  sun. 

OWEN  MEREDITH. 

"  THAT  is  thy  daughter?  "  asked  Al  Fudail  as  he  fol 
lowed  Geber  across  the  courtyard  to  the  house. 

"  Thou  sayest,"  replied  Geber  shortly.  Al  Fudail 
sighed  and  there  was  a  look  of  genuine  sorrow  in  his 
deep  eyes.  Geber  dismissed  the  slaves  who  brought  the 
customary  refreshments  and, at  last  alone  with  his  guest, 
turned  with  the  defensive  air  of  one  driven  to  face  an 
unpleasant  issue,  but  who  determine  to  wrest  the  victory 
from  the  conflict. 

"  What  wouldst  thou  with  me,  AH  al  Fudail,  sorcerer 
and  one-time  robber?"  he  demanded  in  passionate  at 
tack.  Fudail's  sorrowful  gaze  continued  unmoved,  and 
at  last,  for  all  the  power  of  his  own  look,  Geber's  eyes 
fell  before  it. 

"  I  have  hopes  of  thee  even  yet,  Geber,  since  thou  art 
still  so  moved  by  the  truth, '  said  the  adept  quietly. 
"To  thee  also  have  I  been  sent  with  a  message,  and  as  I 
prayed  the  other,  so  pray  I  to  thee  to  give  it  careful 
heed  !  If  thou  dost  persist  in  the  design  which  now 
animateth  thy  soul,  it  will  be  given  thee  to  succeed,  be 
cause  of  the  lingering  possession  of  that  earlier  power  to 
which  thou  didst  attain  in  thy  pure  youth — power,  alas  ! 
now  prostituted  to  what  base  ends.  It  shall  be  given 
thee  to  succeed  indeed,  but  at  the  expense  of  such  crime 
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and  ruin  as  maketh  me  shudder  as  I  bid  thee  pause  and 
turn  back  upon  thy  way  !  In  the  name  of  humanity, 
Geber,  my  brother,  I  bid  thee  forego  thy  revenge  while 
yet  there  is  time.  Another  day  and  it  will  be  too  late." 
Geber  laughed  with  bitter  scorn. 

"  Thou  must  well  know  how  useless  are  thy  words !  " 
"  Nevertheless  it  is  written  that  I  must  strive  with 
thee.  The  vibrations  for  evil  set  in  motion  by  wicked 
deeds  or  words  or  even  thoughts  may  not  be  overcome, 
but  in  a  measure  they  may  be  counteracted  by  the  vibra 
tions  for  good  sent  out  by  one  who  knoweth,  even 
though  like  light  we  may  not  count  or  trace  them  to 
their  source. 

"  'Tis  a  fearful  thing,  this  that  thou  dost !  'Tis  a  fear 
ful  price  to  pay  for  a  single  moment's  triumph,  which  as 
I  warn  thee  now,  shall  turn  at  the  taste  to  bitterness 
upon  thy  tongue.  I  cannot  check  thee,  for  thy  power  is 
stronger  than  mine,  and  even  life  canst  thou  command 
till  thy  purpose  is  accomplished,  if  thou  so  will  it.  But 
to  what  end  dost  thou  strive  ?  A  moment's  horrid 
pleasure  wherein  to  view  with  earthly  eyes  of  revengeful 
lust  thy  victim's  spirit  writhe  with  the  anguish  which 
he  hath  caused  thee,  to  know  that  he  endureth  the  tor 
tures  of  soul  to  which  he  condemned  thee — and  then  ? 
Innocent  men  slain,  innocent  women  and  children 
driven  sorrowing  to  their  graves,  thou  thyself  plunged 
back  into  time  to  work  out  thy  destiny  through  long 
returns  of  the  agonies  of  existence  and  thine  enemy  freed 
by  thy  act  from  a  part  of  the  penalty  he  hath  surely 
brought  upon  him  and  which  he  must  as  surely  pay,  but 
to  another  and  greater  Power  than  thine  !  Thou  know- 
est,  Geber,  thou  knowest  !  Why  wilt  thou  labour  against 
that  which  is  stronger  than  thou  ?  When  the  Great 
Omnipotence  called  out,  '  Vengeance  is  mine  ;  I  will  re 
pay  ! '  it  was  because  He  and  He  alone  possessed  the 
infinite  knowledge  of  the  creatures  He  had  formed,  knew 
their  limitations  and  the  manifold  influences  working 
together  within  them  to  produce  their  strange  and  way 
ward  actions,  enabling  Him  to  mete  out  to  each  the  just 
penalty  for  his  sins  which  should  restore  balance  to  the 
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plan  under  which  all  creatures  were  given  the  breath  of 
life." 

"  I  pray  thee,  thou  ridest  too  fast !  "  interrupted  Geber 
with  a  sneer.  "  Latterly  I  have  come  to  think  that  I 
may  have  been  blinded  in  my  youth  of  study  and  fasting 
by  many  fallacies,  of  which  this  is  not  the  least.  Per 
chance  the  great  First  Cause  hath  no  existence.  Perchance 
there  is  no  plan,  and  that  which  surroundeth  us  is  but  the 
chance  happening  of  coincidence." 

"  Nay,  Gcber,  thou  man  of  midnight  toil  and  study," 
replied  the  adept,  with  patience,  "  thou  hast  not  so  long 
studied  the  secret  workings  of  Nature,  in  all  her  earthly 
miracles,  and  even  to  the  farthest  star,  to  deny  now  that 
wherever  doth  exist  so  gigantic  an  effect,  thou  must  look 
also  for  a  Cause.  Thou  hast  not  watched  thy  universal 
Mistress  at  her  work  and  at  her  play,  hast  not  marvelled 
at  the  nice  exactness  which  ruleth  and  doth  limit  each 
greatest  and  each  smallest  detail  of  the  universe,  to  justly 
hold  now  that  chance  alone  directeth  all.  But  even  so, 
thou  hast  then  but  substituted  one  deity  for  another,  and 
made  a  god  of  Chance,  instead  of  Purpose.  A  poor  sub 
stitute  and  a  useless,  since  in  either  case  thou  dost  ac 
knowledge  still  a  Cause  above  and  beyond  thy  highest 
wisdom.  Many  things  are  given  us  that  are  adepts  to  do 
which  seem  miraculous  to  the  ignorant ;  but  thou  know- 
est  well  that  it  is  but  a  seeming — a  better  knowledge  of 
the  obscurer  laws  that  govern  us,  while  one  limit  holdeth 
Us  all  in  a  chain  of  steel — we  cannot  create  or  destroy 
one  element  which  doth  surround  us.  If  thou  couldst 
make  a  world  or  a  flower  or  a  winging  bird,  I  would  ac 
knowledge  thee  competent  to  rule  the  hidden  things  of 
life  and  to  punish  with  justice  for  the  injuries  dealt  to 
thee  by  another;  then  would  I  hear  thee  patiently  con 
cerning  a  god  of  chance;  but  until  that  moment  cometh, 
Geber,  carry  not  out  thy  plan  of  revenge  upon  Harun, 
the  Prince  of  Arabia,  for  I  tell  thee  thou  hast  but  a  faint 
understanding  of  the  evil  thou  dost  meditate  !  " 

Geber  listened  with  more  of  thought  than  of  anger  in 
his  face.  A  softer  expression  replaced  the  hard  and  bit 
ter  lines  which  the  past  few  months  had  drawn  about  his 
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mouth  and  eyes.  On  and  on  sounded  the  voice  of  Ali  al 
Fudail,  now  pleading,  now  commanding,  now  threaten- 
ing,  carrying  conviction  as  well  as  love  in  its  soft,  full 
tones.  At  last,  he  allowed  a  silence  to  fall  between  them, 
which  was  broken  after  a  time  by  Geber,  speaking  in  a 
changed  voice.  Like  Faust,  he  had  heard  an  echo  from 
the  clear  bells  of  his  boyhood,  and  like  Faust  also,  for  the 
moment  he  believed  himself  saved. 

"  Brother,  it  is  well  to  hear  again  the  old  truths  from 
strange  lips,  truths  which  I  may  not  deny,  for  something 
which  hath  been  long  silent  within  me  crieth  out  and  will 
not  be  gainsaid."  He  passed  his  hand  wearily  across  his 
forehead.  "  It  seemeth  only  as  if  I  had  awakened  from 
some  dream  of  bad  omen,  and  I  could  almost  now  weep 
for  the  perils  I  had  escaped."  Another  long  pause  en 
sued,  in  which  Al  Fudail  remained  motionless,  awaiting 
the  result  of  the  invisible  battle  raging  before  him.  His 
eyes  lightened  with  joy  when  Geber,  smiling,  answered 
this  unspoken  thought. 

"  'Tis  over,  brother,  He  who  ruleth  all  things  shall 
punish  the  enemy  whom  I  shall  spare.  I  will  forego 
my  revenge  and  live  to  benefit  the  sick  and  suffering,  for 
study  and  the  toil  of  knowledge.  But  I  must  see  thee 
again — must  renew  my  faith  in  thy  words,  for  I  fear  I 
have  strayed  far  from  the  path  and  I  am  weak  to  turn 
again  to  the  bruising  stones  of  the  righteous  way." 

The  adept  shook  his  head. 

"  It  is  not  given  me  to  see  thee  again  in  helpfulness," 
he  said.  "This  hath  cost  me  a  price  which  I  shall  find  it 
heavy  to  pay,  for  one  may  not  subvert  the  simplest  law 
without  repaying  the  balance  of  power.  Alone  must  thou 
work  out  thy  fate  for  good  or  evil.  Only  what  man  may 
accomplish  with  prayer,  that  will  I  do  for  thee  with  labour 
unceasing.  Farewell ! " 

Without,  in  the  street,  as  he  pursued  his  lonely  way, 
sorrow  carved  his  features  with  sharpened  tool. 

"  Ah,  Geber,  Geber  !  I  cannot  save  thee,  yet  shall  this 
one  moment's  good  resolve  count  for  much  in  the  great 
adjustment.  Strange  contradiction.  To  thee  shall  many 
yet  unborn,  through  many  centuries,  owe  life  and  health  ; 
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and  many  also,  in  yet  a  few  days,  shall  owe  death  and  dark 
ness  and  despair.  Who,  that  could  see  the  endless  result  of 
one  wrong  action  \\  ould  be  led  astray  !  Who,  given  eyes  to 
see  the  never-ceasing  circles  of  future  vibration  thrown 
out  by  one  act  of  human  wickedness,  the  chain  of  count 
less  lives  broken  and  altered  through  its  influence,  driven 
back  from  the  harbour  of  eternal  rest  to  buffet  again  the 
billows  of  finite  suffering,  would  dare  to  incur  the  penalty 
of  the  step  !  Nay !  His  finite  brain  would  be  over 
whelmed  with  the  infinite  result  and  the  humanity  of 
future  ages  would  be  spared — ah,  Infinite  One,  here  doth 
mine  own  finiteness  sink  helpless  in  the  gulf  of  the  in 
finite.  Here  doth  the  light  of  comprehension  end,  and 
the  light  of  faith  begin.  God  save  thee,  Geber  !  Dark 
ness  shall  descend  upon  this  thy  nation,  her  learning  shall 
dry  up  like  a  stream  beneath  the  summer  suns,  her  power 
shall  depart  among  kingdoms,  and  her  cities  shall  crumble 
back  to  the  dust  from  which  they  were  raised.  It  is 
written  !  " 

Geber  remained  sunk  in  deep  thought  for  many  mo 
ments  after  Al  Fudail  had  left  him.  He  recalled  the 
days  of  his  youth,  when  he  had  determined  to  consecrate 
himself  to  a  life  of  study,  and  his  purpose  had  risen  on 
eagle's  wings  and  soared  exultingly  into  the  limitless 
ether  of  knowledge.  A  softer  influence  lingered  in  the 
air  about  him  as  the  memory  returned  to  him  of  sweet 
eyes  that  answered  love  for  love  in  their  depths  and  per 
fect  hours  of  a  perfect  love,  alas,  how  soon  spent  and 
vanished  !  He  sighed  again,  a  sigh  of  such  pure  and 
healing  grief  as  he  had  not  known  since  first  he  had  dis 
covered  the  author  of  his  misery.  The  night  was  dark 
ening,  and  the  great  lamp  in  the  centre  of  the  room, 
which  was  always  kept  alight,  had  begun  to  shed  its  soft 
light  abroad,  when  into  this  atmosphere  of  calm  stumbled 
suddenly  a  stormy  figure,  thrusting  aside  the  slave  that 
guarded  the  door  without. 

"  Rafi  !  "  exclaimed  Geber,  startled  at  the  sudden  in 
trusion. 

"  It  is  I."  He  spoke  with  rapid  effort.  "  Forgive  me, 
Geber  Dschabir,  that  I  intrude  thus  unceremoniously 
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upon  thee,  but  of  a  truth,  I  have  scant  time  for  ceremony. 
It  may  be  that  even  now  I  am  watched,  and  for  having 
paused  at  thy  house  the  guard  may  shear  off  my  head  as 
he  examineth  my  passport  at  the  gate.  Thou  hast  heard 
how  right  royally  Harun  promised  me  his  sister's  hand 
when  I  should  successfully  return  from  this,  my  honour 
able  mission  into  Egypt.  And  I,  dull-witted  fool,  be 
lieved  that  he. meant  honestly  by  me  and  swore  to  spend 
my  life  in  love  and  gratitude  to  him.  Therefore,  I  pre 
pared  joyfully  for  this  journey,  which  hath  been  urged 
forward  with  all  speed.  Indeed,  we  should  have  been 
upon  our  way  two  hours  ago,  had  it  not  been  for  the  de 
lay  of  an  accident.  But — hearken,  friend  !  "  He  leaned 
forward  and  almost  whispered  in  Geber's  ear,  "As  I  but 
a  few  moments  gone,  passed  out  of  the  courtyard  of  the 
palace  with  all  the  company  which  I  am  to  lead  into 
Egypt,  there  entered  at  that  moment,  by  the  other  gate, 
a  mighty  train  of  horsemen  and  laden  camels,  and  in  spite 
of  the  dim  light  my  desert-trained  eyes  recognised  the 
housings  and  trappings  and  liveries  of  Ali  ibn  Misa,  the 
governor  of  Khorasan.  Many  things  instantly  returned 
to  me  in  memory,  that  escaped  all  meaning  to  me  in  my 
fatuous  joy,  and  instinct  doth  warn  me,  with  a  deadly 
premonition,  that  I  shall  never  return  to  Baghdad,  or  see 
again  the  Princess  Oleija,  if  thou  canst  not  hit  upon  a 
means  to  secure  my  safety.  Thou  didst  bid  me  come  to 
thee,  if  I  had  need  of  thee,  and  I  have  come.  Friend  of 
my  father,  help  me  now  in  my  necessity  ! " 

"  That  call  is  sacred.  All  that  lieth  in  my  power  I 
will  do  for  thy  father's  son  and  also  for  thine  own  sake, 
Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  for  I  have  a  liking  for  thee,  and  Geber 
is  too  wise  to  have  an  affection  for  one  who  deserveth  it 
not.  Hold  a  moment.  I  will  show  thee  that  thou 
mayest  go  upon  this  journey  without  any  fear  of  bodily 
harm." 

He  turned  to  the  wall  and  raising  his  hand  he  detached 
a  piece  of  the  tapestry,  a  single  large  figure,  so  joined  to 
the  rest  of  the  design  as  to  be  undivided  from  it  to  the 
uninitiated  eye.  In  the  space  appeared  a  flat  mirror, 
framed  in  a  band  of  ebony.  It  was  formed  of  aprepara- 
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tion  of  mercury  spread  upon  glass,  much  as  are  our  mirrors 
of  the  present  day,  but  it  reflected  a  peculiar,  dark  light, 
almost  having  the  appearance  of  the  metal  mirrors  of  the 
ancients.  Rafi  looked  into  it  in  obedience  to  a  gesture 
from  Geber  and  noted  to  his  astonishment  that  it  did  not 
reflect  in  its  depths  either  of  their  faces,  or  any  object  in 
the  room  behind  them.  It  was  like  looking  through  a 
suddenly  opened  window  into  the  darkness  of  the  night. 
Rafi  turned,  startled,  to  look  again  at  the  room  and  re 
assure  himself  of  its  existence.  The  divans  with  their 
rich  cushions  still  lined  the  velvet  and  silk  hung  walls, 
the  lamp  in  the  centre  shone  through  its  golden  net  like 
a  great,  soft  star,  caught  and  imprisoned  by  some  gnome 
of  the  earth  to  light  his  darksome  way. 

As  he  looked,  Geber  touched  his  arm. 

"Look  again  upon  the  mirror,"  he  said,  "  and  keep 
thine  eyes  steadfastly  fixed  thereon,  nor  speak,  except  I 
question  thee." 

He  obeyed,  being  impelled  to  it  by  a  force  stronger 
than  his  superstitious  fear  which  the  first  sight  of  the 
unreflecting  mirror  had  caused  him.  Looking  stead 
fastly  into  it, — for  it  did  not  seem  to  be  merely  a  surface, 
like  other  mirrors,  but  rather  something  of  unfathom 
able  depth  and  immeasurable  distance — he  saw  a  warm 
glow  slowly  spread  itself  across  the  mirror.  In  its  light 
a  low  range  of  hills  became  visible  in  the  far  distance,  a 
flat  stretch  of  sand  occupied  the  near  foreground,  and 
as  the  light  constantly  increased  and  the  picture  grew 
stronger,  Rafi  soon  discerned  moving  objects  upon  it. 
At  that  instant  a  direct  ray  of  light  fell  upon  them  and 
he  barely  checked  the  exclamation  which  rose  to  his  lips. 
Before  him  in  this  little  mirror,  hidden  in  the  wall  of 
Geber's  house  in  the  middle  of  the  city  of  Baghdad,  the 
sun  was  rising  over  the  Egyptian  desert  from  behind  the 
range  of  hills,  a  company  of  men  were  riding  slowly  to 
ward  the  gates  of  a  great  city  which  hovered  upon  the 
farther  horizon  like  a  morning  cloud,  riding  slowly  and 
with  drooping  figures  as  if  weary  with  a  long  journey ; 
and  even  as  he  looked  and  wondered  eagerly,  their  leader, 
a  man  who  pressed  forward  ahead  of  them  all,  riding 
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upon  a  black  mare,  raised  his  head  and  turned  to  look 
directly  into  his  own  eyes  and  Rafi  recognised  his  own 
features.  Fortunately  the  sight  astonished  him  so  much 
that  it  prevented  speech,  so  that  Geber's  command  of 
silence  was  obeyed  implicitly. 

As  the  sun,  the  living  golden  sun,  moved  up  the  sky, 
a  black  dot  appeared  at  the  foot  of  the  hills  crossing  the 
sand  in  the  direction  of  the  riders.  In  another  moment 
he  saw  that  it  was  a  horseman,  bent  to  the  neck  of  his 
wearied  horse  which  he  constantly  urged  to  a  greater 
speed  and  riding  with  the  intention  of  intercepting  those 
first  plodding  travellers.  Rafi  became  unaccountably 
and  breathlessly  interested  in  the  meeting.  Nearer  and 
nearer  the  solitary  rider  approached  the  little  company. 
Now  they  seemed  to  see  him,  for  they  turned  in  their 
saddles  and  slackened  their  pace  to  a  foot-walk.  To  his 
dismay,  however,  he  noticed  that  the  mirror  was  growing 
dim  and  the  figures  fading  from  his  sight.  He  strained 
his  eyes,  as  if  looking  at  a  receding  view.  He  saw  the 
messenger  signal  them  to  stop,  saw  him  hold  out  some 
thing  toward  the  man  on  the  horse — himself,  he  remem 
bered  with  a  start — and  then  the  figures  faded  into  an 
indistinct  blur. 

"  Oh,  wait  ! "  he  cried  instinctively.  He  felt  that  he 
must  see  what  had  exchanged  hands  in  that  vision  and 
how  it  had  been  received  by  that  man  riding  the  black 
mare.  At  the  sound  of  his  voice,  however,  even  the 
misty  blur  of  figures  vanished  instantly  and  the  mirror 
was  a  dull,  unreflecting  surface. 

"  I  bade  thee  to  keep  silence,"  said  Geber  reproach 
fully.  "  Now  hast  thou  undone  my  work  and  thy  curi 
osity  must  remain  unsatisfied.  At  least,  however,  thou 
hast  learned  that  thou  wilt  reach  thy  destination  in 
safety."  Rafi  was  abashed  and  ashamed,  but  he  made 
an  eager  appeal  to  Gcber  for  further  knowledge;  for,  as 
he  said,  he  might  indeed  reach  Egypt  in  safety,  and  yet 
not  re-enter  the  gates  of  Baghdad.  So  heartfelt  was  his 
entreaty  that  Gebcr  hesitated  in  frowning  thought. 
Then  he  turned  to  Rafi  with  a  very  grave  face. 

"  I  have  but  just  forsworn  the  use  of  all  arts  not  pure 
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and  of  an  incorrupt  origin.  If  I  yield  to  thee  I  must  pay 
the  price — though  of  that  thou  hast  no  knowledge." 

He  stooped  down  and  traced  a  circle  upon  the  floor 
with  his  finger.  "  Stand  thou  here,"  he  said,  "  and  move 
not,  if  thou  dost  value  thy  safety.  Thou  didst  disobey 
me  before ;  see  to  it  that  thou  obey  me  now.''  He 
seated  himself  directly  before  the  mirror  and  closed  his 
eyes.  Raft  heard  words  in  a  low  voice,  spoken  now  in 
entreaty  and  now  in  command,  but  though  he  listened 
closely,  he  could  not  catch  their  meaning. 

"Look  upon  the  mirror!  "  commanded  Geber  sud 
denly.  He  looked  eagerly  and  again  in  its  depths 
appeared  a  scene,  but  it  was  dull  and  uncertain  now  and 
not  clear  and  distinct  as  before.  He  recognised  the 
great  gate  of  Baghdad,  and  at  the  same  instant  that  this 
became  certain  to  his  mind,  there  dashed  through  it  a 
horseman  upon  a  black  horse.  The  picture  was  already  so 
faded  that  it  was  only  with  difficulty  that  he  recognised 
Ghalia's  swinging  stride  and  his  own  face  before  it  en 
tirely  disappeared.  As  it  did  so  Geber  gave  a  weary 
sigh  and  opened  his  eyes. 

"Art  thou  satisfied  with  what  thou  hast  seen?"  he 
asked.  His  face  was  pale  and  he  rose  from  his  seat  with 
the  heaviness  of  age. 

"  Indeed,  yea,  kind  friend  !  "  exclaimed  Rafi  gratefully. 
"  For  I  have  seen  that  I  do  in  truth  return  to  the  City 
of  Peace  safe  and  unharmed.  But  the  princess,  thy  art 
hath  told  me  naught  of  her." 

Geber  made  a  gesture  of  impatience. 

"  If  thou  returnest  to  claim  her,  is  not  Harun's  word 
publicly  given  to  accept  thee  as  her  husband  ?  " 

Encouraged  and  reassured,  Rafi  took  a  grateful  leave 
of  the  astrologer  and  rejoining  his  command,  rode  out  of 
the  city  and  turned  his  face  away  from  the  woman  he 
loved.  Geber,  left  alone,  thought  long  and  deeply.  At 
last  taking  some  sheets  of  paper,  he  inscribed  characters 
upon  them  and  folding  them,  sealed  them  with  the  ring 
he  wore.  Then  he  called  his  chamberlain,  one  of  the  few 
beings  in  his  life  whom  he  really  trusted,  and  gave  him 
certain  instructions. 
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"  On  my  life,  Master,"  the  man  assured  him  earnestly 
as  he  took  the  letters.  "  Not  an  instant  shall  be  lost  if 
I  receive  the  word  from  thee." 

"  I  may  trust  thee,"  replied  Geber  kindly.  "  Hath 
thy  mistress  returned?" 

"  Some  time  past.  Wilt  thou  that  I  send  for 
her?" 

"  Nay,  I  but  wished  to  know.  Command  the  slave 
Gulnare  to  prepare  the  still  for  my  further  use  before  I 
return.  I  shall  have  need  of  her  to-night.  Now  I  shall 
venture  my  head  in  the  lion's  jaw.  Remember  that  my 
life  may  hang  upon  thee  !  " 

On  his  way  to  the  palace,  for  it  was  there  that  he  was 
going,  his  mind  was  occupied  with  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  and 
the  soldier's  relations  to  the  khalif.  He  remembered 
the  latter  as  a  youth  in  the  camp  of  Azer  Vaizan  when 
he  was  beloved  by  every  soldier,  courtier  and  beggar 
alike.  "  But  now  ! "  he  thought.  "  Now  art  thou  a 
strong  man,  Harun,  and  delightest  to  be  called  the  Just. 
The  treasures  of  the  earth  art  thine  and  the  treasures  of 
wisdom  hast  thou  stored  in  thy  rich  mind.  Thou  hast 
gathered  the  empires  of  the  world  into  thy  hands  and  the 
nations  tremble  at  thy  step.  But  the  wrongs  thou  didst 
cast  out  on  thoughtless  wings  in  the  dawning  of  thy  day, 
now  return  to  nestle  in  thy  heart  in  thine  evening  of  life 
and  thou  art  no  more  beloved  by  thy  people,  or  called 
the  Just  in  their  hearts." 

As  he  was  so  thinking,  it  seemed  to  him  suddenly  as 
if  the  voice  of  his  long-dead  wife  called  his  name  at  his 
very  ear.  He  stopped  in  the  street  and  listened,  expect 
ing  almost  to  see  her  face  shine,  upon  him  out  of  the 
darkness,  so  human  and  distinct  had  been  the  call.  It 
came  to  him  as  he  stood  perplexed,  that  there  was  a  note 
of  sharp  distress  in  the  sound  he  had  heard,  as  if  she 
were  crying  to  him  for  aid  or  defence.  In  such  a  tone 
must  she  have  once  called  upon  his  name  when  she 
found  herself  helpless  in  the  power  of  her  captor  and  be 
ing  carried  each  moment  farther  from  his  arms.  Perhaps 
the  sound  had  been  held  from  its  echo  all  these  years  in 
some  mysterious  recess  of  the  upper  air,  and  released 
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but  now  to  torture  his  memory.  It  was  not  repeated, 
and  he  turned  and  went  on  toward  the  palace. 

In  the  palace,  Gulnare  the  slave  stood  before  Harun 
the  Khalif.  He  had  been  obliged  by  the  call  of  urgent 
affairs  to  postpone  until  now  the  examination  dictated 
by  his  anger  at  her  obstinacy,  but  his  anger  toward  her 
had  not  cooled  or  his  purpose  altered,  by  the  delay. 
Jaafar,  standing  beside  him,  gave  signs  of  uneasiness  as 
the  slave  was  led  before  them. 

"  Shall  I  retire  and  give  orders  concerning  the  enter 
tainment  of  thy  guest  ?  "  he  asked,  meaning  the  governor, 
Ali  ibn  Isa. 

"  Nay,  I  would  have  my  friend  by  my  side  while  I  in 
quire  into  the  secrets  of  thisclose-mouthed  maid,"  returned 
Harun.  It  did  not  escape  Jaafar  that  the  word  "  friend" 
bore  a  certain  inexplicable  emphasis,  but  not  being  pos 
sessed  of  the  key,  the  khalif's  manner  remained  a  mystery 
to  him  and  he  merely  bowed  gravely  and  remained 
standing  in  silence.  Harun  turned  from  a  study  of  his 
face  with  a  sigh  of  impatience.  Gulnare  raised  two  sad, 
steadfast  eyes  to  his  as  he  addressed  her  sharply. 

"  How  earnest  thou  in  the  closet  where  I  found  thee 
to-day?  " 

"  I  may  not  tell  thee,  Anointed  of  the  Prophet,"  was 
the  only  answer  she  returned,  and  to  each  question  put, 
she  merely  reiterated  her  reply.  Then  Harun  changed 
the  mode  of  attack. 

"Who  sent  thee  thither?"  he  asked. 

"No  one  sent  me,  gracious  Sire."  He  looked  at  her 
incredulously.  "No  one  sent  thee  and  thou  didst  go 
thereto  meet  no  one?"  She  made  no  response  fora 
moment,  being  confused  how  truthfully  to  reply  to  both 
questions.  At  this  Harun  seemed  to  become  exasperated 
past  subtilty  or  finesse  and  attacked  his  suspicions 
openly. 

"  Did  the  queen  Zobcide  send  thee  ?  " 

"  Nay,"  Gulnare  replied  hastily,  "  I  have  told  thee  that 
no  one  sent  me — she  least  of  all."  Harun  motioned  for 
the  Nubian  behind  him  to  stand  forth.  In  his  hand  the 
man  bore  a  seven-lashed  whip,  its  thongs  bristling  with 
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points  of  glass.  Harun  took  the  whip  in  his  hand  and 
held  it  before  her  eyes. 

"  A  pretty  plaything  !  "  he  said.  "  But  one  who  would 
wish  to  preserve  her  beauty  should  not  become  too  closely 
acquainted  with  it."  He  smiled  as  a  spasm  crossed  the 
marble  features  of  the  slave  ;  then  his  manner  changed. 
He  strode  threateningly  toward  her  and  fixed  her  gaze 
with  his  eyes.  His  mouth  was  a  thin  line  of  scarlet  fire. 
She  knelt  at  his  feet  in  supplication  for  mercy  at  the 
threatening  fury  in  his  face. 

"  Hearken  !  "  he  cried,  towering  over  her.  "  The  truth 
will  I  have  from  thee,  if  I  flay  it  gasping  from  thy  naked 
body !  Once  more  I  ask  thee,  did  the  queen  send  thee 
there  to  convey  a  message  to  her  lover  by  the  person  of 
his  scribe?  " 

Jaafar  gave  a  sudden  movement  and  the  khalif  turned 
and  looked  at  him.  His  face  was  white  but  his  eyes  were 
burning  with  a  sudden  fury,  and  in  their  depths  Harun 
read  contempt — yes,  a  supreme  contempt.  Who  had  ever 
dared  before  in  all  his  life  to  show  contempt  for  any  act 
or  word  of  his?  All  the  gamut  of  the  passions  he  had 
seen  played  upon  the  faces  of  men,  save  only  this  one 
note,  and  it  stung  him  into  frenzy. 

"  Nay,  the  queen  did  not  send  me  ! "  the  slave  had 
replied  with  white  lips  but  with  the  firmness  of  courageous 
truth. 

"  Thou  liest  ! "  With  one  savage  movement  he  tore 
her  tunic  from  her  shoulders  and  the  lash  whistled  through 
the  air  and  fell  across  the  naked  flesh,  the  blood  spurting 
from  its  track  as  it  was  lifted  for  a  second  blow.  Jaafar 
groaned  in  an  audible  passion  of  pity,  but  no  sound 
escaped  the  slave's  lips.  At  this  instant  a  voice  rang 
through  the  room,  freighted  with  such  command  that 
even  the  khalif  paused  in  astonishment  and  the  descend 
ing  lash  paused  in  mid-air  and  fell  harmlessly  to  the  floor. 

"Hold!"  rang  the  command.  "Murderer,  wouldst 
thou  slay  thy  child  ?  "  Geber  strode  forward  and  stood 
over  the  girl  who  crouched  to  the  pavement  and  held  her 
tunic  to  her  breast  in  a  dull,  unheeding  whirl  of  pain. 
They  stood  thus  for  a  moment  looking  into  each  other's 
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eyes,  the  man  wronged  and  the  man  who  had  wronged 
him,  across  the  body  of  the  girl  whom  both  had  wronged 
more  greatly  still.  Then  the  conscious  power  of  his  gaze 
dominated  the  khalif  as  might  lightning,  or  a  simoon,  or 
any  other  of  the  gigantic  forces  before  which  the  human 
being  is  helpless  and  afraid.  Harun's  eyes  fell  and  the 
hot  blood  surged  up  into  his  face. 

"  My  daughter!  " 

"  Ay,  thy  daughter  !  Hast  thou  then  so  soon  forgot 
ten  the  fair  blossom  thou  didst  steal  away,  leaving  me, 
her  husband,  in  such  an  agony  of  suspense  that  the  very 
knowledge  of  thy  crime  came  to  me  almost  as  a  relief 
from  mine  uncertainty?  This  is  thy  wickedness  in  human 
form,  born  in  my  house  of  my  sweet  wife,  my  proud, 
pure  wife,  when  escaping  thee  at  last,  she  dragged  her 
self  to  my  door  to  die.  This  is  the  reminder  that  I  have 
kept  of  thy  baseness,  lest  my  memory  should  falter  ;  but 
because  her  father  was  a  king  I  made  her  my  slave,  and 
on  her  knees  hath  she  served  me  all  the  days  of  her 
life!" 

"Thou  hast  done  this!  "  Harun  started  forward  as  if 
to  lay  hands  upon  the  man  who  thus  defied  him,  but  he 
stumbled  against  the  body  of  the  girl,  whom  in  his  blind 
rage  he  had  forgotten.  To  recover  himself  he  instinct 
ively  laid  his  hand  on  her  shoulder.  She  groaned  and 
shrank  away  in  an  agony  of  pain  and  he  raised  his  hand 
covered  with  her  blood.  He  shuddered  and  stood  still. 
A  sudden  and  strange  weakness  clutched  at  his  heart, 
strangled  his  breath  in  his  throat  and  loosened  the  joints 
of  his  knees.  Then  he  made  an  effort  to  recover  himself 
and  to  cast  off  the  benumbing  influence  which  was  over 
whelming  him. 

"  Peace,  fool,  and  get  thee  away  from  my  sight  !  I  will 
not  answer  for  every  wanton  who  followeth  me  whether 
I  will  or  no." 

Geber  strode  over  Gulnare's  prostrate  form  and  seized 
the  khalif  by  the  very  throat. 

"  Thou  liar  and  knave  !  "  he  cried,  shaking  him  to  and 
fro,  helpless  and  choking  in  his  furious  grasp.  Then  he 
relinquished  his  hold  as  suddenly  as  he  had  seized  upon  it. 
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"  No  !  Death  in  such  a  manner  were  too  easy  a  pun 
ishment  for  thee,"  he  said,  controlling  himself  by  a  super 
human  effort.  "  For  this  shalt  thou  pay  in  the  dearest 
coin  of  which  thou  art  possessed.  For  this  will  I  renounce 
my  hopes  of  forgiveness  through  all  eternity  that  I  may 
see  thee,  with  these  earthly  eyes,  suffer  some  part  of  that 
agony  which  thou  hast  caused  me  !  " 

All  present  had  sprung  forward  when  Geber  laid  hands 
upon  the  royal  person,  but  Harun  waved  them  back  with 
petulance.  His  whole  manner  had  changed  since  the 
astrologer  had  touched  upon  him.  Even  his  eye  wavered 
as  it  met  Geber's. 

"Dost  thou  threaten  the  king?"  he  asked,  but  his 
manner  was  so  weak  as  to  be  almost  an  appeal.  Geber's 
manner  had  changed  also  with  swiftness  and  entirely. 
From  the  threatening  enemy  he  had  become  the  polished 
courtier,  the  inscrutable  Magian,  the  reserved  physician 
—in  short,  he  had,  by  an  effort  of  will,  become  again  him 
self.  What  the  effort  cost  him  might  be  read  in  his 
pinched  and  drawn  face,  which  had  sunk  as  if  some  heavy 
sickness  had  wasted  him.  His  fingers  still  twitched  con 
vulsively,  like  the  snapping  jaws  of  a  tiger  suddenly 
cheated  of  his  prey,  but  they  were  hidden  in  his  mantle 
and  so  perfect  was  the  deception  of  his  changed  manner 
that  none  would  marvel  at  his  self-control  who  did  not 
comprehend  his  purpose.  Even  his  voice,  as  he  spoke, 
was  quiet  and  apologetic. 

"  Nay,  who  am  I  that  I  should  threaten  the  Anointed 
of  the  Prophet !  My  rage  hath  carried  me  beyond  bounds. 
I  pray  thy  clemency."  His  eyes  still  held  the  khalif's 
gaze.  Harun  replied  with  the  same  weak  petulance  and 
uncertainty  as  before,  so  that  Jaafar  looked  at  him  in  sur 
prise.  He  was  used  to  many  changes  in  the  sovereign 
temper,  but  never  weakness  like  this. 

"  Thou — thou  hadst  some  provocation,  I  admit.  I 
forgive  thee.  Why  wilt  thou  harbour  resentment  for 
events  so  long  past?  Wilt  thou  not  put  from  thee  their 
memory  from  to-night  and  show  thyself  my  friend?" 

"  If  so  humble  a  subject  is  worthy  the  friendship  of 
so  great  a  ruler,"  began  Geber  and  paused.  He  could 
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not  force  the  lying  words  through  his  pale  lips  ;  but 
Harun  did  not  seem  to  notice  that  the  sentence  was  un 
finished. 

"  'Tis  well !  "  he  said.  "  But  the  girl — what  am  I  to  do 
with  her?  My  daughter  she  is  after  all  and  cannot  re 
main  a  slave  ;  neither  can  she  appear  at  the  palace  as  be 
fits  her  rank."  He  turned  to  Jaafar  in  weak  appeal,  but 
Geber  answered, 

"Muhammed,  the  son  of  Yaheya  the  Barmek,  hath 
already  bargained  with  me  to  purchase  her  that  he  may 
marry  her."  As  he  spoke  his  glance  met  Jaafar's  with 
the  unheard  clash  of  steel  upon  steel.  At  last  they  were 
open  enemies.  Geber  hated  the  Barmek  because  he  was 
the  friend  of  Harun,  and  he  knew  that  Jaafar  would  never 
forgive  the  deception  practised  upon  him  and  upon  his 
father  Yaheya.  The  old  man's  pride  would  now  be  low 
ered  in  the  dust  and  his  heart  would  be  embittered  with 
a  shame  for  which  there  was  no  redress;  for  both  instinc 
tively  knew  that  Harun  would  seize  upon  this  means  of 
relieving  himself  of  a  disagreeable  burden,  and  Yaheya 
the  Barmek,  who  valued  above  all  other  earthly  riches  the 
possession  of  an  unstained  name  for  himself  and  his  chil 
dren,  must  now  welcome  into  his  palace  and  his  family 
the  unnamed  daughter  of  his  sovereign  and  the  wife  of 
the  astrologer.  And  they  were  both  right  in  their 
estimate  of  Harun,  for  at  Geber's  suggestion  a  distinct 
relief  spread  over  his  face.  He  stooped  and  raised  the 
prostrate  girl  gently,  even  tenderly,  to  her  feet.  She 
obeyed  his  touch  and  rose  slowly  and  painfully,  looking 
at  the  faces  of  those  around  her  with  dazed  and  unseeing 
eyes  and  pressing  her  tunic  closer  to  her  bosom.  Geber 
hesitated  a  moment,  then  stepped  forward  and,  with  the 
physician's  instinct,  bent  and  tore  a  shred  from  her  linen 
garment  and  laid  its  cool  surface  over  the  throbbing 
wound  upon  her  shoulders.  Then  he  took  the  mantle 
from  his  own  shoulders  and  threw  it  about  hers.  He  did 
not  speak  nor  even  glance  at  her  as  he  cared  for  her,  but 
she  raised  her  eyes  to  him  with  a  passion  of  gratitude  in 
their  depths.  Harun's  hand  trembled  as  it  touched  hers, 
and  his  eyes  besought  her  in  a  new  humility  as  he  spoke. 
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"  I  do  believe  thee  now,  girl,  and  thou  wilt  forgive  me 
the  blow  I  gave  thee  ?  " 

"  Nay,  I  have  naught  to  forgive.  The  king  may  not 
ask  pardon  of  his  slave." 

"  Thou  art  not  a  slave  ;  thou  art — "  His  tongue  fal 
tered  on  the  confession  and  he  turned  hurriedly  from  her. 
"  Send  for  the  young  Lord  Muhammed  ibn  Barmck,"  he 
said  to  an  attendant.  "  And  do  thou,  friends,"  dwelling 
upon  ihj  word  as  if  prolonging  it  to  secure  its  truth, 
"see  that  the  ceremonies  are  at  once  performed  that  shall 
make  her  his  lawful  wife,  with  the  dowry  from  my 
treasury  befitting  her  true  estate.  And  hast  thou  no 
favour  to  ask  of  me?"  he  continued,  turning  to  Geber. 
"  Naught  that  I  may  bestow  upon  thee  to  mark  that 
enmity  between  us  is  dead  henceforth  ?  The  man  who 
doth  ask  a  favour  is  ever  assuredly  a  friend." 

"  In  truth,"  replied  Geber,  after  a  moment's  silence, 
there  is  one  favour  which  I  would  ask  of  thee,  which,  if 
granted,  will  benefit  thee  as  much  as  it  doth  me.  I  would 
request  that  a  fleet  messenger  be  sent  to  overtake  as 
speedily  as  he  may  the  company  whom  thou  hast  but 
this  night  sent  forth  upon  a  mission  into  Egypt,  under 
the  soldier,  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah ;  with  imperative  instruc 
tions  to  that  man  whom  thou  doth  trust  in  the  company, 
to  guard  Ibn  Omeirah  with  such  infallible  watchfulness 
during  his  absence  from  Baghdad  as  will  leave  no  small 
est  doubt  of  his  safe  return  to  the  City  of  Peace.  And 
for  this  I  would  have  him  pledge  his  head  to  thee,  Pro 
tector  of  the  Innocent."  Harun's  face  changed  at  his 
words,  but  Geber  proceeded  without  pausing, 

"  I  owed  his  father  a  debt  of  gratitude,  which  I  would 
to-day  repay  to  the  son,  therefore  would  I  know  his 
safety  upon  this  long  and  hazardous  journey  assured. 
And  also  for  thine  own  benefit,  since  thou  askcst  me 
proof  of  friendship,  would  I  remind  thee  that  the  Greeks 
already  are  prepared  for  war,  that  Tarsus  is  but  poorly 
garrisoned  against  thine  enemies  to  the  north,  that  the 
myriad  hordes  of  the  desert  await  but  a  sign  to  rise 
against  thee,  that  Egypt  necdeth  but  an  excuse  to  rebel 
and,  lastly,  that  secret  means  have  been  prepared  where- 
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by  thy  rebellious  provinces  under  Ali  ibn  Isa  shall  be  at 
once  advised  if  any  fatality,  by  accident  or  design, 
threaten  their  favourite  and  hero,  Raft  ibn  Omeirah,  upon 
this  Egyptian  mission.  I  have  secret  means  of  wisdom, 
Harun,  and  plainly  I  now  warn  thee  that  if  for  any  reason 
whatever  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  come  not  safely  back  to  the 
City  of  Peace  within  a  reasonable  time  for  his  journey, 
there  will  result  such  a  rising  of  thine  enemies  as  hath  not 
been  seen  before  in  thy  whole  reign — nay,  nor  ever  will 
be  again  !  Wherefore  I  pray  thee  that  the  messenger  be 
sent  to  overtake  the  company  led  by  Rafi,  son  of  Omeirah." 

Harun  frowned  fretfully  at  the  step  he  found  thus  skil 
fully  forced  upon  him.  Geber,  however,  stood  waiting 
for  his  reply  and  his  assurance,  and,  after  a  few  moments 
of  futile  planning,  he  gave  them  both.  He  was  defeated 
in  one  of  his  most  carefully  laid  plans  and  he  was  forced 
to  hide  even  the  appearance  of  defeat.  One  satisfaction 
in  connection  with  this  troublesome  young  soldier,  how 
ever,  still  remained  to  him.  What  it  was,  both  Rafi  and 
this  astrologer  who  protected  him  would  soon  learn,  and 
this  inner  consolation  made  it  easier  for  him  to  hide  his 
chagrin  now. 

"  The  mission  is  safe  enough,  if  so  important  that 
I  choose  a  brave  man  whom  I  could  trust  to  perform 
it,"  he  said.  "  Why  all  these  needless  precautions  ? 
However,  since  thou  hast  asked  this  as  pledge  of  my  re 
gard  for  thee,  thou  shalt  have  it,  even  as  thou  desirest. 
Take  with  thee  the  assurance  that  the  young  man  will 
safely  return  within  the  space  of  three  months." 

He  took  a  gracious  leave  of  the  astrologer,  looked 
again  at  Gulnare,  who  stood  silent  and  motionless,  with 
downcast  eyes,  in  the  spot  to  which  he  had  raised  her 
from  the  floor,  hesitated  in  manifest  and  painful  inde 
cision,  and  then,  with  a  gesture  of  renunciation,  he  turned 
his  back  upon  her  without  another  word  and  motioned 
Jaafar  to  give  him  his  arm. 

"  I  am  older  than  I  was  when  we  played  in  the  cave  of 
the  she-bear  together,  and  thou  didst  slay  her  when  she 
would  have  made  a  meal  of  me,"  Harun  said,  tremulously, 
when  they  had  left  the  hall. 
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He  sighed  and  leaned  heavily  upon  his  favourite's  arm 
for  support. 

"  The  sins  of  youth  come  always  home  at  night  to  rest. 
Forgive  me,  friend,  that  for  one  agonised  hour  I  have 
doubted  thee ;  but,  indeed,  it  was  so  subtly  suggested  to 
me  that  I  had  been  more  or  less  than  a  man  had  I  been 
proof  against  its  insidious  poison." 

Jaafar  was  touched  by  the  frank  avowal.  His  heart, 
always  tender  toward  this  man  whom  he  loved  so  well, 
was  melted  from  its  stony  resentment  by  this  sincere 
apology.  The  insult  for  which  he  would  have  slain  an 
other  man  he  found  his  soul  already  forgiving  in  Harun 
his  friend. 

"  Thou  didst  wrong  me,  Harun,  with  such  foul  suspi 
cion.  And  thou  didst  wrong  another  more." 

"  I  know — I  know  !  "  Harun's  voice  was  almost  quer 
ulous  with  weariness.  "  Thou  knowest  not  what  it  is," 
he  continued,  after  a  moment,  in  a  sudden  burst  of 
passion,  "to  be  tortured  with  the  thirst  of  love  and  to 
gain  no  healing  draught  at  the  fount  of  love  ;  to  be  de 
voured  with  love  and  to  go  hungered  all  thy  days  for  a 
taste  of  its  sweetness ;  to  love,  and  be  for  ever  in  doubt 
if  thou  art  loved  again.  Thou  knowest  not  what  it  is  to 
long  with  frenzy,  to  dream,  to  half  believe  that  the  Jewel 
of  the  World  is  thine — till  in  some  unconscious  moment 
the  dream  is  broken  and  it  is  proved  to  thee  that  all  thy 
longings  are  vain.  Oh  Jaafar,  I  am  weary — weary ! 
The  crown  upon  my  head  burneth  like  a  ring  of  fire ! 
I  would  that  I  were  the  humblest  free  man  in  my 
dominions,  did  I  but  possess  therewith  the  precious  jewel 
of  her  love  !  They  tell  us  that  the  breath  of  the  wicked 
blotteth  out  the  stars.  Am  I  a  wicked  man,  Jaafar,  that 
the  stars  are  so  dim  to-night  ?  Do  the  sins  of  my  life 
begin  to  rise  in  judgment  against  me?  Ah,  may  Allah 
pardon  me  the  wrong  I  did  the  mother  of  Gulnare  !  I 
think  I  have  always  known  the  truth  deep  in  my  heart 
concerning  her  since  first  mine  eyes  fell  on  her  flower- 
like  face,  so  like — so  like  the  mother  whom  I  slew!" 

He  bowed  his  head  and  wept  bitter  tears  on  Jaafar's 
neck,  and  down  the  cheeks  of  the  favourite,  mingling  with 
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the  tears  of  royal  remorse,  rolled  the  tears  of  an  honest 
sympathy.  It  was  a  moment  sacred  and  supreme  in  the 
lives  of  both.  Never  before  had  Harun  confessed,  even 
by  a  hint,  the  cloud  of  doubt  which  hung  above  his  heart, 
dimming  the  sunshine  of  his  whole  existence.  Indeed, 
this  might  easily  be  the  first  moment  in  which  he  had 
without  reserve  admitted  the  truth  to  his  own  soul. 
They  stood  thus  for  a  few  moments  clasped  in  each 
other's  arms,  the  men  who  both  loved  the  same  woman 
with  the  one,  soul-absorbing  passion  of  their  lives  ;  sor 
rowing,  the  one  to  whom  her  love  was  lawfully  due  be 
cause  he  doubted  its  possession,  the  other  to  whom  it 
had  been  unlawfully  given  because  he  feared  its  posse? 
sion. 
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And  still  within  my  garden  glows 

Another  rose — 

I  know  not  if  it  be  most  dear — 

The  mysteries  of  love's  first  hour 

Are  crimsoned  on  the  yielding  flower; 

Love's  deepest  thoughts  that  ne'er  are  told, 

Love's  mystic  longings  manifold  ; 

The  tale  of  love  that  knows  no  death 

It  whispers  with  each  full,  sweet  breath, 

Could  you  but  hear. 

Oh  wondrous  power  of  living  art, 

That  in  a  rose  hath  wrought — my  heart ! 

WHEN  Geber  left  the  palace,  Gulnare  followed  him  as 
a  matter  of  instinct  or  habit.  If  she  had  heard  the  words 
proclaiming  her  to  be  the  child  of  Harun  the  Khalif,  the 
fact  had  not  yet  taken  a  hold  upon  her  senses,  and  with 
the  training  of  a  lifetime,  she  forced  her  mazed  and 
numbed  wits  back  to  their  deserted  post  and  controlled 
her  suffering  body  to  follow  her  master,  as  submissively 
and  obediently  as  she  had  followed  and  obeyed  him  all 
her  days.  He  took  no  notice  of  her  until  he  reached  his 
own  door ;  then  he  bade  her  remain  in  the  hall,  while  he 
sent  a  slave  for  old  Abda.  She  came  hastily,  curious  and 
startled  at  the  unusual  summons.  In  what,  she  wondered, 
of  mischief  or  indiscretion,  had  her  mistress  been  dis 
covered  ;  for  even  love-blind  old  Abda  had  begun  to  sus 
pect  lately  that  the  child  to  whom  she  had  devoted  so 
many  years  of  her  life  had  her  own  secrets  in  spite  of  her 
old  nurse's  watchfulness. 

"  But  then,  what  can  one  expect,"  she  muttered  to  her 
self,  "  when  she  is  allowed  to  journey  between  here  and 
the  palace  with  only  the  eye  of  that  fool  Jubbai  upon  her ! " 

"  Take  the  girl  hence,"  Geber  commanded  her  curtly. 
"  Care  for  her  wound  and  then  from  thy  mistress's  ward 
robe  attire  her  in  such  garments  as  shall  be  meet  for  a 

245 


246  GEBER 

lady  of  some  quality  to  be  wed  in.  Make  haste,  that  she 
may  be  prepared  when  I  send  for  her.  In  the  meantime, 
send  thy  mistress  to  me.  Shut  thy  idiotic  mouth,  woman, 
and  do  as  I  bid  thee  without  an  instant's  delay,  if  thou 
dost  value  the  skin  of  thine  own  back." 

Geber  turned  upon  her  with  such  a  fury  of  anger  that 
she  barely  repressed  a  shriek  of  fear  as  she  fled,  dragging 
the  inert  Gulnare  with  her.  While  preparing  to  obey  her 
master's  commands,  she  kept  up  a  fire  of  questions,  at  the 
same  time  darting  at  Gulnare  angry  glances  and  mutter 
ing  complaints  to  herself  that  a  slave  should  be  appar 
elled  for  one  moment  like  a  lady,  and  above  all  that  her 
nursling's  clothes  should  be  degraded  to  such  use.  To 
all  questions,  however,  Gulnare  returned  only  a  faint,  "  I 
know  not  ; "  passing  her  hand  across  her  forehead,  and 
staring  vacantly  at  the  opposite  wall.  When  Abda  took 
the  torn  tunic  from  her  shoulders  and  saw  the  wound 
upon  her  delicate  back  she  was  moved  to  pity. 

"Whence  got  thee  that  mark,  girl?"  she  cried. 
"  Surely  Geber  did  not  strike  thee  so.  Why,  never  have 
I  known  him  to  punish  even  the  most  disobedient  of  his 
slaves  with  the  whip  before  !  How  didst  thou  get  it  ?  " 
Gulnare  looked  up  with  dim  eyes. 

"  My  father  struck  me,"  she  said. 

"  Thy  father  !     The  girl  raves." 

"Ay,  my  father!"  repeated  Gulnare  in  a  shrill  voice 
and  fell  senseless  to  the  floor. 

Yacuta  swept  into  Geber's  presence  with  an  angry  face. 

"  Father,  what  meaneth  it  that  my  slave  should  be 
decked  out  in  mine  own  robes  and  by  thine  orders ! 
Hath  the  daughter  of  Geber  sunk  so  low,  or  hath — 

"  Peace,  fool  !  "  Geber  interrupted  her  harshly.  "  Cease 
thy  silly  chatter  of  a  false  pride  and  attend  to  what  I  have 
to  ask  thee.  How  came  it  that  Gulnare  was  left  behind 
in  the  palace  while  thou  earnest  safely  home  ?  " 

"  I  knew  not  that  she  was  left  behind !  "  in  well-feigned 
surprise. 

"  Thou  liest  !  "  Never  before  had  Yacuta  heard  such 
words  from  Geber's  lips  addressed  to  her.  They  roused 
her  spirit. 


GEBER  247 

"  Nay  then,  if  I  He  to  thee,  why  dost  thou  question  me  ?  " 

"  Answer  me,  girl !  "  said  Geber  impatiently.  "  How 
came  Gulnare  left  in  the  palace,  and  having  in  some  way 
so  angered  Harun  that  she  will  bear  the  marks  of  his 
wrath  upon  her  back  to  her  death  ?  " 

"  Upon  her  back  !  Dost  mean  that  Harun  struck  her  ?  " 
her  face  had  paled  with  horror. 

"  Ay,  he  struck  her.  Come  !  I  yet  wait  to  hear  how 
such  a  thing  came  to  pass." 

Yacuta  reviewed  the  situation  rapidly.  It  was  evident 
that  Gulnare  had  at  no  time  betrayed  her,  or  Geber  would 
not  need  to  ask  for  information.  Something  assured  her 
also  that  Gulnare  never  would  betray  her,  while  both  the 
eunuch  and  the  scribe  Obeidah  would  be  held  silent  by 
self-interest. 

"  I  will  not  tell  thee,"  she  said  at  last  boldly,  raising 
defiant  eyes  to  Geber's.  Her  wits  were  subtle  enough  to 
have  enabled  her  to  concoct  an  elaborate  lie,  but  she  knew 
that  Geber's  first  question  to  Gulnare  would  undeceive 
him.  She  could  count  upon  the  slave's  silence,  but  knew 
that  she  would  not  swear  to  a  lie,  so  she  chose  the  bolder 
method  of  open  defiance.  But  at  her  words  Geber  laughed, 
so  scornfully  and  satirically  that  she  quailed  at  the  sound. 

"  Thou  wilt  not  tell  me  !  Dost  think  I  cannot  read 
thy  shallow  mind  as  if  all  its  secrets  were  writ  upon  an 
open  page  before  mine  eyes?  Thou  wilt  not  tell  me  ! 
Ay,  but  thou  shalt  tell  me !  "  He  looked  intently  into 
her  eyes.  At  first  she  forced  her  own  to  meet  his  in  pure 
defiance ;  but  when  she  tried  to  release  them  from  his 
gaze  she  found  herself  unable  to  do  so,  and  shortly  under 
his  glowing  glance  her  wits  began  to  grow  helpless  and 
her  thoughts  refuse  to  alter  at  her  will,  so  that  she  kept 
continually  thinking  in  an  unwilling  round  of  the  scene 
of  the  afternoon,  of  the  words  of  Obeidah  the  scribe  and 
her  narrow  escape  at  the  expense  of  the  slave  Gulnare. 
She  could  not  tell  how  long  a  time  had  passed  in  this 
dumb  and  distant  silence,  before  she  heard  Geber's  voice 
speaking  to  her  from  afar.  He  was  regarding  her  with  a 
look  partly  of  contempt,  but  partly  also  of  something 
resembling  admiration. 
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"  Those  who  see  furthest,"  he  was  saying,  "  are  often 
those  who  overlook  what  lieth  beneath  their  very  eyes. 
I  have  been  searching  long  for  a  tool  with  which  to 
work  my  will — something  equally  clever  and  unscrupu 
lous.  I  dreamed  not  that  it  lay  ready  to  my  very 
hand." 

She  looked  at  him  sullenly.  She  felt  that  she  had  been 
overreached,  and  that  in  some  occult  manner  Geber  had 
possessed  himself  of  the  knowledge  she  had  hidden  in  the 
depths  of  her  heart.  The  flame  of  her  impotent  anger 
burned  higher  with  every  passing  minute. 

"  Nor  need  I  scruple  about  using  thee,"  continued 
Geber,  "  for  fear  of  leading  thee  astray  by  my  influence 
into  evil  paths,  for  indeed  I  need  do  little  more  than  to 
provide  thee  with  opportunities  wherein  to  work  thine 
own  will.  Thou  hast  already  begun  most  well.  In 
trigues,  bribery,  lies ;  and  to  crown  these,  thou  dost  will 
ingly  allow  another  to  suffer  in  thy  place  and  are  there 
fore  a  coward  withal !  "  A  dull  flush  began  to  glow  in 
her  cheeks  and  a  dangerous  light  to  gleam  in  her  eyes. 

"  Well,  even  so,  I  can  trust  thee — by  not  trusting  thee 
too  far !  " 

"  Thou  hast  no  need  to  trust  me,"  Yacuta  exclaimed 
at  last  passionately  ;  "  for  never  will  I  do  thy  bidding  in 
the  smallest  thing  which  thou  mayest  command  of  me  !  " 

"  Ay  ?     And  if  not  mine — whose?  '* 

"  I  will  obey  no  one !  Thou  mayst  force  from  me  my 
thoughts  by  the  aid  of  the  Feather  of  Evil,  but  thou  shalt 
not  bring  me  to  cringe  and  whimper  to  thy  heel  like  a 
beaten  dog,  or  fetch  and  carry  at  thy  will  with  the  meek 
spirit  of  thy  slave  Gulnare  !  " 

"  And  yet,  in  the  end,  I  think  thou  wilt  do  even  that, 
if  I  demand  it  of  thee,  sooner  than  be  cast  down  from  thy 
high  estate  and  lose  for  ever  all  this  luxury  and  thy  proud 
position  in  which  thy  soul  delighteth." 

"  That  is  not  possible,  since  I  am  thy  daughter,"  she 
said  sullenly ;  "  unless  thou  meanest  to  imprison  me  for 
the  rest  of  my  days." 

"  Nay,  I  have  better  means  than  that  at  my  command 
What  thou  doest,  thou  shalt  do  of  thine  own  free  will." 
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"  Then  I  swear  to  thee  that  never  while  I  am  thy 
daughter  shalt  thou  make  of  me  a  tool  to  further  thy 
base  ends  !  Much  have  I  already  done  which  I  do  now 
regret  ;  more  I  will  not  do." 

"Strange!"  mused  Geber.  "  From  Gulnare  the  daughter 
of  Harun  whom  I  made  a  slave  for  her  entire  life,  I  reap 
but  gratitude  ;  while  from  thee — 

"  Gulnare,  the  daughter  of  Harun,  sayest  thou  !  "  she 
interrupted  him.  "  Thou  canst  not  mean — 

"  Yea,  I  mean  to  tell  thee  that  the  slave,  Gulnare,  who 
all  her  life  hath  been  subject  to  thy  whims — and  also  to 
mine,  for  the  matter  of  that — is  the  daughter  of  Harun 
and  my  wife  Kushfeh,  the  Gazelle.  Let  what  I  have  now 
told  thee  suffice  thee,  for  thou  wilt  learn  nothing  further 
concerning  it.  It  pleased  me  for  certain  reasons  that  she 
should  serve  me  and  my  family  and  my  household  as  a 
slave  serveth." 

In  the  greatness  of  her  bewilderment  Yacuta  could  for 
a  few  moments  only  repeat  vaguely  his  words,  "  Thy 
wife  !  Harun  !  Gulnare  !  "  Then  a  lightning  flash  of 
fear  tore  across  the  darkness  of  her  bewilderment  and, 
irradiating  her  earth  for  a  second,  died  and  left  her  in  a 
darker  chaos  than  before.  The  growing  horror  clutched 
at  her  heart.  Burning  words  flowed  in  a  torrent  to  her 
lips,  to  freeze  there  ere  the  utterance  at  something  which 
she  read  in  Geber's  eye.  At  last  her  voice  broke  the 
silence  in  hoarse  gasps. 

"  If  she — is  thy  wife's  daughter  and  not  thine — then — 
then — what  am  I  ?  " 

Geber  smiled  as  if  he  had  satisfactorily  reached  the  end 
for  which  he  had  been  striving. 

"  To-morrow,"  he  said  coldly,  "  I  will  show  thee.  In 
the  meantime,  keep  thy  chamber  until  I  send  for  thee. 
Stay  !  "  He  scrutinised  her  face  for  a  moment.  "  Nay, 
I  think  in  this  at  least  thou  wilt  obey  me."  A  choked  sob 
of  misery  was  her  only  reply,  as  she  crept,  thoroughly 
broken,  from  the  room. 

Left  alone,  Geber  sprang  to  his  feet  and  began  to  pace 
the  floor  hurriedly.  An  hour  passed  and  still  his  irregular 
steps  echoed  through  the  room.  His  pale  forehead  was 
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clammy  with  a  cold  moisture  and  he  muttered  broken 
snatches  of  thought  to  himself  as  one  distraught. 

"  My  love — my  wife — I  will  avenge  thee  !  Thy  blood 
crieth  out  to  me  against  this  man.  Almost  have  I  allowed 
him  to  escape,  but  not  again  shall  such  puerile  weakness 
seize  me.  I  feel  thy  warm  breath  upon  my  cheek  and 
the  fragrance  of  thy  hair  is  in  my  nostrils.  I  feel  thy 
yielding  softness  within  mine  arms,  where  thou  hast  lain 
in  happiness  so  many  hours.  Ah,  soul  of  my  body,  how 
can  I  live  without  thee  !  Merciful  Allah  !  Is  it  indeed 
true  that  these  arms  are  empty  and  grow  aged  and  cold 
in  loneliness,  while  the  lips  that  were  wont  to  breathe 
their  deathless  love  like  music  in  mine  ear,  are  ashes — 
while  the  rosy  flesh  that  beat  against  my  heart  in  love's 
own  pulse,  hath  been  again  resolved  into  its  elements  ? 
Perchance  thy  spirit,  freed  from  fleshly  bonds,  entered 
into  some  fair  rose  in  my  garden  ;  and  as  I  passed  thee 
in  my  walk,  noting  only  the  fragrance  from  the  flower, 
it  may  be  thou  didst  call  to  me  with  an  agony  of  suppli 
cation  that  I  should  know  thee,  while  my  own  soul 
hearkened  eternally  for  the  sound  of  thy  voice  and  fainted 
with  longing  for  thy  touch !  Ah,  madness — madness 
lieth  in  these  dark  corners  of  my  memory,  waiting  to 
spring  upon  me  at  some  weak  moment  and  devour  me. 
Nay !  I  will  live  to  punish  thy  betrayer,  the  thief  who 
stole  my  only  treasure  from  me.  Let  me  forget  that  thou 
art  dead  and  I  am  groping  my  way  through  the  endless 
years,  all  maimed  with  loss  of  thee  !  " 

He  paused  and  drew  his  hand  across  his  bloodshot 
eyes.  In  the  distance  an  angry  voice  was  approaching. 

"  I  tell  thee,  slave,  I  will  not  tarry  an  instant  at  thy 
bidding!  I  come  in  the  king's  name — delay  me  if  thou 
dost  dare  ! " 

Then  Muhammed  burst  into  the  room,  breathless,  white 
as  the  burnous  which  he  wore  and  with  eyes  blazing  with 
emotion. 

"  She  is  ill  !  "  he  cried.     "  They  tell  me  she  is  ill !  " 

Geber  looked  at  him,  half-heeding,  as  a  man  in  the 
throes  of  some  mortal  pain  might  look  upon  the  tears  of  a 
child  that  has  scratched  its  hand  upon  the  thorn  of  a  rose. 
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"  I  come  in  the  name  of  Harun  the  King  !  "  Muhammed 
cried  again. 

"  Thou  comest  with  the  right  name  upon  thy  lips  to 
assure  thee  the  favour  of  Geber  the  Astrologer  ! "  replied 
Geber  with  savage  irony. 

"  She  is  mine,  I  teil  thee,  and  I  will  have  her ! "  The 
young  man  was  almost  beside  himself  with  fear  and  anger. 
Geber  replied  with  cold  indifference,  "  I  am  bidden  to  give 
her  to  thee." 

"  But  she  hath  fallen  into  a  mortal  illness  and  none 
have  dared  approach  thee  to  tell  thee  of  it.  Allah  alone 
knoweth  whether  she  be  not  dead  at  this  moment  ! "  He 
recoiled  at  what  he  fancied  was  a  gleam  of  relief  in  Geber's 
eyes,  but  the  next  moment  he  had  thrown  himself  at  his 
feet  in  a  pleading  prayer. 

"  Thou  wilt  save  her  !     Surely  thou  wilt  save  her  !  " 

"  Why  should  I — what  is  she  to  me  ?  " 

"Thou  monster!"  Muhammed  rose  from  his  knees 
and  approached  the  astrologer  pale  with  fury,  yet  helpless 
in  his  rage  before  the  iron  indifference  of  this  man.  The 
thought  that  his  sweet  maid  lay  dying  and  he  in  whom 
lay  her  only  hope  shrugged  his  shoulders  and  asked  why 
he  should  save  her  was  maddening. 

"  Thou  hast  tortured  that  gentle  soul  all  the  days  of  her 
pure  and  faithful  life — for  thine  own  base  revenge.  She 
hath  served  thee  many  years  with  rare  fidelity — and  now 
thou  dost  refuse  to  save  the  life  that  is  thine  no  longer, 
that  I  may  gladden  it  with  love  and  sweet  freedom."  His 
hands  worked  convulsively.  "  Were  I  not  a  Christian,  thy 
blood  had  stained  this  floor  ere  now  !  " 

Geber  merely  smiled  contemptuously. 

"  Will  nothing  move  thee  to  pity,  thou  wicked  one  ?  " 

11  Thou  weariest  me  with  thy  plaints,  boy !  If  she 
liveth,  she  shall  marry  thee ;  if  she  dieth — thou  mayst 
weep  upon  her  tomb.  Be  grateful  for  that,  for  'tis  a 
privilege  not  given  to  all."  The  extreme  bitterness  of  the 
tone  pierced  Muhammed's  anger.  He  looked  with  observ 
ant  eyes  for  the  first  time  upon  the  man  whose  indiffer 
ence  had  roused  his  rage,  and  even  his  inexperienced  eyes 
could  read  the  marks  of  a  terrible  struggle  in  the  pale 
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and  sunken  face.  He  was  softened  in  spite  of  him 
self. 

"  And  thy  wife — the  mother  who  bore  her — "  he  cried 
in  one  last,  desperate  appeal.  "  What  wilt  thou  say  to 
her  when  she  demandeth  her  child  of  thee.  Harun  hath 
indeed  wronged  the  mother,  though  he  repenteth  of  it ; 
but  thou — how  wilt  thou  answer  to  her  for  the  murder  of 
her  child?" 

The  lips  lifted  from  Geber's  teeth  in  the  infuriated 
snarl  of  some  wild  animal.  He  stretched  out  his  working 
ringers  as  if  to  crush  the  words  back  into  the  throat 
which  uttered  them.  Muhammed  was  shocked  and 
amazed  in  his  soul.  He  felt  that  a  new  spirit  occupied 
the  body  with  which  he  was  so  familiar.  Geber  the 
Master  was  unchanged,  but  Geber  the  spirit  was  another 
soul.  As,  thinking  thus,  he  looked  sorrowfully  into  those 
flaming  eyes,  they  fell  and  something  very  like  a  sob  came 
from  the  pale  lips.  The  anger  in  Muhammed's  face  and 
words  stimulated  his  passion  ;  the  pity  crushed  it. 

"  It  shall  be  as  thou  wilt,  boy,"  at  last  said  Geber. 

Both  Geber  and  Yacuta  maintained  a  complete  silence 
as  they  rode  along  through  the  country  outside  the  gates 
the  next  morning.  The  girl's  naturally  indomitable  spirit 
had  in  some  measure  recovered  from  the  first  shock  of  her 
discovery,  and  during  the  night  she  had  reasoned  herself 
into  a  more  cheerful  frame  of  mind.  Geber  surely  could 
not  ignore  all  the  years  during  which  he  had  represented 
her  as  being  his  daughter,  had  surrounded  her  by  his  care 
and  taught  her  to  expect  that  every  wish  must  be  gratified. 
The  very  number  of  the  benefits  that  he  had  conferred 
upon  her  bound  him  to  further  generosity.  Naturally, 
the  first  question  which  occurred  to  her  was,  if  she  was 
not  Geber's  daughter,  whose  daughter  was  she  ?  Would 
Geber  assume  such  a  responsibility  without  a  good  reason  ? 
This  left  her  mind — and  her  ambition — free  to  conjecture 
many  things.  She  stole  a  glance  at  Gcber's  sombre  face, 
but  the  sight  did  not  encourage  her  to  break  the  silence. 

Geber  had  spent  the  greater  part  of  the  night  at  the 
bedside  of  the  sick  girl.  He  listened  alone  hour  after 
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hour  to  her  ravings  which  revealed  to  him  so  much  of  the 
inner  life  of  the  slave  who  had  stood  by  his  side  in  the 
laboratory,  or  served  him  on  her  knees  so  many  years, 
returning  his  harshness  with  meekness,  his  coldness  and 
hidden  hate  with  ready  service  and  secret  affection  ? 
Sometimes  in  her  unconsciousness  she  stood  again,  bend 
ing  over  the  fire,  watching  with  breathless  interest  the 
result  of  some  experiment. 

"  Master,  I  think  it  cometh  at  last,"  she  would  whisper, 
looking  into  his  face  with  bright,  unseeing  eyes.  "  I 
would  for  thy  sake  that  we  might  succeed,  for  thou 
growest  sad  and  aged  with  much  disappointment.  If  I 
could  but  lay  my  heart  in  the  bubbling  cauldron  and 
watch  it  turn  to  fine,  bright  gold  for  thee,  to  cheer  thy 
weary  eyes !  Thou  dost  despise  my  heart  now,  but  then 
'twould  be  of  infinite  value  to  thee.  Poor  master  !  Striv 
ing  with  such  pain  and  fine  belief  for  that  which  hath  no 
true  value  in  the  end,  and  turning  contemptuously  from 
the  priceless  Gift  lying  at  thy  very  feet,  the  true  Philo 
sopher's  Stone — for  it  doth  indeed  turn  all  to  gold  which 
it  doth  touch.  I,  the  nameless  slave,  am  wealthier  far 
to-day  than  thou,  the  Master  of  masters,  with  all  thy 
wealth  and  thy  wisdom.  What  wouldst  thou  say,  I  won 
der,  couldst  thou  know  that  thy  poor  slave  pitieth  thee  !  " 

Then  she  was  painfully  living  again  through  the  scene 
in  the  palace.  Again  she  would  moan  as  the  lash  de 
scended  upon  her  quivering  flesh  and  would  entreat  Geber 
to  save  her.  Then  she  was  walking  in  the  garden  with 
her  young  lover  and  thanking  God  for  her  great  happiness. 
But  always  her  mind  would  return  to  the  hours  with  her 
master,  and  most  often  her  tongue  was  entreating  his 
smile  or  imploring  his  affection.  Towards  dawn  her 
words  became  fewer  and  quieter  and  at  last  ceased  alto 
gether.  She  had  fallen  into  a  quiet  sleep,  but  still  Geber 
did  not  leave  her.  Moment  after  moment  he  sat  on, 
thinking  his  own  thoughts  and  watching  each  breath  the 
patient  drew.  At  last  he  looked  away  toward  the  grey 
square  of  the  window  emerging  from  the  darkness  of  the 
night.  A  weary  sigh  quivered  to  his  lips  from  the  depths 
of  his  strange  nature. 


254  GEBER 

"  I  thank  thee,  Master  !  "  came  a  low  voice  from  the 
bed.  He  turned  his  head  hastily  and  met  Gulnare's  eyes 
filled  with  reason.  Geber's  face  assumed  its  most  forbid 
ding  expression. 

"  Thou  hast  little  to  thank  me  for,  as  thou  well  knowest. 
I  care  not  for  thy  hypocritical  Christian  cant,  girl,  so  spare 
me  thy  thanks." 

"  Nevertheless,  I  thank  thee  for  my  life,  Master.  None 
but  thou,  with  thy  goodness  to  all  the  sick  and  suffering, 
would  have  troubled  about  the  life  of  a  poor  slave."  He 
looked  at  her  in  momentary  perplexity.  Did  she  remem 
ber  nothing  of  what  had  occurred  and  did  she  still  fancy 
herself  his  slave  ?  She  answered  the  look  with  a  smile. 

"  I  remember  it  all,  Master.  But  to  thee  I  would  ever 
remain  thy  servant,  as  I  have  been  for  so  many  years." 
She  looked  at  him  wistfully.  "  I  would  that  thou  couldst 
have  loved  me,  if  only  a  little,  for  I  have  loved  thee  so 
dearly  all  my  life  !  " 

He  was  silent  for  a  moment,  disturbed  more  by  the  way 
in  which  she  had  ignored  the  wrong  he  had  done  her,  than 
he  would  have  been  by  any  torrent  of  reproaches.  Then 
he  rose  abruptly. 

"  I  promised  to  save  thy  life  and  I  have  done  so,"  he 
said.  "  When  thou  art  fully  recovered  Muhammed  the 
Barmek  waiteth  to  wed  thee  as  hath  been  ordered  by — thy 
father,  the  khalif.  Henceforth  thou  and  I  have  naught 
in  common — save  one  thing."  He  looked  at  her  and  hesi 
tated  as  if  something  of  the  unparalleled  selfishness  of  still 
holding  her  to  her  promise  pierced  even  the  cold  egotism 
of  his  mood.  "  Girl,  wilt  thou  forget  thy  vow  to  me  ?  " 

The  flush  which  had  warmed  her  cheek  at  the  mention 
of  Muhammed  died  into  pallor,  but  her  eyes  looked  stead 
fastly  into  his. 

"  I  will  remember,  Master,  and  again  I  promise  thee 
that  I  will  keep  my  word."  An  expression  of  relief  crossed 
his  face  and  he  turned  abruptly  to  the  door,  but  upon  its 
threshold  her  weak  voice  stayed  him.  She  had  risen  upon 
her  elbow  and  was  fumbling  with  a  silken  string  that 
hung  about  her  neck. 

"  I  pray  thy  forgiveness,  Master,  if  this  offend  thee," 
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she  faltered.  "  It  hath  lain  heavy  on  my  conscience  many 
nights  when  I  have  knelt  in  prayer.  'Tis  of  no  value, 
save  to  me ;  but  I  feared  thou  wouldst  forbid  me,  didst 
thou  know,  so  I  hid  it  and  said  naught  of  it  to  thee?  " 

She  had  dislodged  a  little  packet  of  paper  from  its  silk 
covering.  "  Thou  sayest  I  shall  never  see  thee  again.  I 
have  worn  it  since  the  night — rememberest  thou  ? — when 
I  learnt  of  thee  the  alphabet  and  the  decimal  system  and 
the  new  system  of  numerals  which  thou  saidst  would  in 
time  supplant  the  old  Roman  figures.  That  night  thou 
wert  strangely  kind  and  it  hath  lived  ever  since  in  my 
heart,  a  happy  memory."  She  raised  timid  eyes  to  his 
face.  "  If  I  may,  I  would  keep  the  paper."  He  looked 
at  it  as  she  spread  it  out  under  his  eyes.  It  was  an 
abstruse  mathematical  calculation  which  he  had  tossed 
aside  as  a  mistake. 

"  Thy  hand  hath  rested  on  it  and  it  hath  pillowed  my 
cheek  softly  to  sweet  dreams  these  many  nights.  I  pray 
thee,  forbid  me  not  to  keep  it ! " 

Geber's  eyes  had  sunk  to  the  floor  beneath  his  frowning 
brows.  A  great  wave  of  colour  swept  painfully  from  chin 
to  brow  and  ebbed  slowly  away. 

"  Thou — thou  mayst  keep  it,"  he  said. 

His  thoughts  as  he  rode  along  now  in  the  cool  of  the 
morning  may  have  been  upon  these  hours  and  this  scene 
just  passed,  but  they  could  scarcely  have  been  pleasant 
thoughts,  to  judge  by  his  frowning  face.  The  country 
through  which  they  rode  was  dotted  with  orchards  and  small 
farms  ;  patches  of  maize  and  rye,  the  flax-bean  and  cotton, 
alternated  with  blue-green  stretches  of  the  sugar-cane. 
The  white  sea-daffodil  bloomed  here  and  there,  and  the 
wild  lavender  was  budding  fragrantly.  White  and  blue 
scorpions  scuttled  their  venomous  way  from  rock  to  rock, 
and  above  them  an  eagle  hovered,  a  black  and  motionless 
speck  against  the  blue.  Yacuta  looked  at  Geber  from 
time  to  time  with  ill-concealed  impatience.  Did  he  mean 
to  keep  on  into  this  wilderness  until  the  heated  hours 
descended  upon  them  and  they  fell  from  their  saddles  in 
sun-sickness  ?  As  she  wondered  this,  Geber  turned  from 
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the  highway,  and  after  following  a  narrow  track  for  a  time 
at  right  angles  to  the  road,  they  came  to  a  wall  built 
around  some  farm  or  country  estate.  This  they  followed 
for  a  long  time,  until  Yacuta's  impatience  despaired  of 
ever  reaching  the  end  ;  but  at  last  they  came  to  the  great 
gate,  which  was  closed.  But  the  sound  of  their  approach 
had  evidently  been  heard  within  the  little  house  which 
stood  beside  it  in  the  fashion  of  a  lodge,  for  the  door 
opened  and  a  woman  ran  out  before  them. 

"  Ah,  it  is  thou  !  "  she  cried  as  she  saw  Geber.  "  Never 
was  face  more  welcome  !  If  thou  hast  the  pity  of  a  stone 
in  thy  bosom,  Sayyid,  I  pray  thee  come  quickly  within  and 
save  my  child  !  " 

Geber  helped  Yacuta  to  alight,  and  without  further 
salutation  they  followed  the  agitated  woman  into  the 
house.  Upon  a  pile  of  sweet  rushes,  covered  with  a 
white  sheet,  lay  a  child  of  three  or  four  years  of  age. 
Geber  looked  closely  at  it,  then  turning  to  the  woman  he 
gave  some  hurried  directions,  at  the  same  time  producing 
a  case  of  crystal  phials  from  his  tunic.  Pouring  some  of 
the  water  she  brought  him  into  a  bowl  of  hardened  clay, 
he  carefully  dropped  into  it  some  medicine  from  one  of 
the  phials,  and  moistened  the  child's  mouth  with  it.  The 
eyes  were  half  closed  and  the  white  face  was  pinched  and 
blue  about  the  nostrils. 

"  Canst  thou  save  him  ?  "  the  woman  cried,  unable  to 
restrain  her  fear.  Geber  shook  his  head  doubtfully. 

"  I  know  not  as  yet.  A  few  moments  more  and  no 
power  on  earth  could  have  availed  thee.  These  tender 
blossoms  fade  quickly  with  this  disease  which  cometh 
upon  them  with  the  heat." 

"  I  might  have  known  that  trouble  was  about  to  befall 
the  little  one  !  "  moaned  the  woman.  "  Last  night  I  dreamed 
that  my  right  eye  was  blinded  by  a  dart  from  the  sun,  and 
to  dream  of  the  eyes  meaneth  some  misfortune  to  thy 
children,  just  as  the  head  stands  for  one's  father,  or  the 
hands  for  mother  and  friends,  or  the  feet  for  servants — 
though  little  need  have  I  to  dream  of  my  feet,  who  am  a 
servant  myself." 

"  Peace,  woman  !  "  said  Geber  sharply.     "  Thy  chatter 
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wearieth  me,  with  thy  head  and  hands  and  feet  and  eyes 
and  all  the  other  parts  of  the  body."  The  woman  whim 
pered  and  fell  into  silence,  while  the  physician  moistened 
the  pale  lips  time  after  time,  and  watched  the  effect  with 
a  keen  anxiety.  At  last  his  patience  was  rewarded  with  a 
sign  of  colour  in  the  drawn  face,  a  relaxing  of  the  cramped 
muscles,  and  as  the  breathing  became  easier  the  eyelids  fell 
softly  and  the  lips  parted  naturally  in  a  soft  sleep.  Geber 
rose  and  placed  the  boy  in  his  mother's  arms. 

"  He  sleepeth,  and  will  recover,"  he  said,  and  gave  her 
some  further  directions  to  follow  when  the  child  awoke, 
waving  aside  her  passionate  gratitude  impatiently. 

"  'Tis  thou  who  hast  rendered  me  a  service,"  he  said. 
"  I  cured  the  child  with  a  new  remedy  which  I  have  but 
recently  discovered,  but  had  no  means  of  testing  until 
now.  Thy  child  hath  rendered  not  only  me,  but  the  gen 
erations  who  shall  come  after  him,  a  greater  service  than 
thou  canst  comprehend." 

The  mother  clasped  her  sleeping  child  closer  to  her 
breast.  What  cared  she  what  might  profit  a  future  world, 
so  long  as  she  held  her  son  safely  in  the  arms  that  had  so 
nearly  lost  him. 

Yacuta  had  looked  upon  the  first  of  the  scene  with  in 
different  eyes.  She  was  accustomed  to  these  miracles  of 
healing,  and  her  thoughts  were  sufficiently  occupied  with 
her  own  affairs.  There  was  an  open  door  at  the  farther 
side  of  the  room,  opening  into  a  garden  of  flowers  shaded 
with  fruit  trees  through  whose  foliage  one  could  catch 
glimpses  of  a  house  in  the  distance.  She  wandered  to  the 
door  and  stepped  into  the  garden,  after  a  glance  at  Geber 
which  told  her  that  he  was  too  occupied  to  take  any  notice 
of  her  actions.  She  was  impatient  to  proceed  on  their 
journey,  at  whose  end  she  was  to  find  the  solution  of  the 
hopes  and  fears  that  now  tortured  her.  Deep  in  thought 
she  wandered  on  down  the  shaded  path  until  a  sudden 
bend  brought  her  close  upon  a  bowed  and  white-haired 
old  man,  grubbing  in  the  soil  of  the  garden  with  his 
hands.  His  back  was  toward  her  and  he  was  talking  to 
himself  in  a  curious,  dull  monotone. 

"  Strange  they  are  so  late  to-day  !     I  hope  they  may 
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not  leave  me  to  starve  through  forgetfulness.  Some  day 
it  will  surely  happen,  and  then  I  shall  be  wrung  with  the 
slow  agonies  of  thirst  and  hunger.  How  many  times  have 
I  already  suffered  that  death  in  anticipation  !  A  thousand 
deaths  by  torture — and  yet  I  live.  Fifteen  years — fifteen 
years  !  Who  yet  liveth  who  would  now  remember  me  ? 
'Tis  indeed  better  that  I  should  never  see  the  light  of 
day."  He  stopped  talking,  and  Yacuta  was  sorry,  for 
something  in  the  old  man  fascinated  her.  Then  a  heavy 
step  sounded  behind  them,  and  turning,  she  saw  that 
Geber  was  approaching  with  a  frown.  The  crouching 
figure  before  her  evidently  heard  the  sound  also,  for  he 
paused  in  his  occupation  and  raised  his  head.  Then  he 
arose  hastily  and  came  toward  them.  He  was  but  half 
clothed,  and  his  garments  and  hands  were  black  with  the 
garden  mould.  His  back  was  bent  as  if  with  a  great  age, 
and  his  eyes  looked  out  vaguely  from  beneath  brows 
which  were  as  white  as  his  tangled  hair.  Then  Yacuta 
recognised  him  with  a  shock  of  memory.  It  was  the  face 
of  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud,  the  man  rescued  from  the  matbak 
before  her  eyes  upon  the  day  when  she  first  entered 
Baghdad. 

"  Hast  thou  brought  my  pitcher  of  water  and  the 
bread  ?  "  he  asked  querulously. 

"  'Tis  not  yet  time  to  eat,"  replied  Gcber  gently. 
"  They  shall  be  brought  thee  without  fail  soon.  Come 
now  and  rest  for  a  little,  while  I  talk  with  thee.  I  have 
brought  a  maid  to  visit  thee." 

"  Why  bringest  thou  women  here  ?  "  he  asked  crossly 
"  I  will  talk  to  no  woman."  Then  his  voice  changed  to  a 
pathetic  pleading. 

"  Hast  thou  seen  my  little  maid  ?  She  is  a  pretty  child 
— all  sunny  smiles  and  loving,  tender  little  ways.  I  have 
not  carried  her  through  the  garden  now  for  several  days. 
The  new  flowers  that  are  opening  their  blossoms  will  please 
her.  I  have  been  working  all  day  that  she  might  crow  and 
laugh  when  she  sees  the  poppies  waving  in  the  sun." 

"  But  thy  daughter  would  be  a  woman  now,  Yakoub, 
dost  thou  forget  ?  " 

"  A  woman  ?     Then  I  do  not  wish  to  see  her,"  Yakoub 


GEBER  259 

replied  promptly.  "  I  hate  women.  I  have  taken  a  vow 
never  to  admit  women  to  my  garden.  It  would  spoil  the 
flowers  for  my  little  girl.  They  are  like  the  adders  that 
lie  coiled,  waiting  to  strike  the  unwary  hand  that  disturbs 
them.  Have  they  forgotten  that  I  have  had  naught  to 
eat  since  yesterday,  thinkest  thou  ?  I  have  starved  to 
death  in  imagination  so  often.  Some  time  it  will  be  real. 
They  will  forget  the  poor  prisoner  and  the  sound  of  the 
passing  world  above  my  head  will  grow  fainter  and  fainter, 
until  finally  I  shall  have  bidden  for  ever  a  farewell  to  my 
cell.  Then,  at  least,  Al  Mehdi  will  have  no  further  power 
over  me."  He  turned  back  to  his  work,  still  muttering 
to  himself.  Geber  spoke  again  to  him,  but  he  returned 
no  answer,  so  at  last  they  left  him  to  his  garden  and  his 
flowers  and  returned  to  the  little  house  by  the  road.  Here 
they  found  a  slave  in  livery  who  saluted  Geber  anxiously. 

"  He  hath  not  changed  since  I  saw  him  last,"  said 
Geber  somewhat  sadly. 

"  Nay,  my  lord,  nor  ever  will,  I  think.  He  imagineth 
always  that  he  is  again  in  the  matbak.  It  is  with  an 
effort  that  I  can  keep  him  clothed,  for  if  I  cease  to  watch 
him,  he  flingeth  his  clothing  from  him.  Nor  will  he  eat 
any  of  the  tempting  things  prepared  for  him.  Only  water 
and  dry  bread  will  he  let  to  pass  his  lips.  And  in  the 
house  there  is  but  one  room,  a  very  dungeon  of  a  place, 
in  which  he  will  sleep.  My  heart  melteth  with  pity  for 
him,  though  I  be  but  a  slave." 

"  Thou  art  faithful,"  replied  Geber  thoughtfully.  "  I 
shall  not  forget  thy  conduct  if  thou  remainest  true  and 
kind  to  the  old  man.  He  may  live  yet  many  years,  or  he 
may  die  suddenly  and  at  any  time." 

The  woman  had  prepared  a  meal  for  them,  to  which 
Geber  sat  down  with  simple  courtesy.  Yacuta  waited 
upon  him  while  he  ate  of  the  dhura,  the  flour  cakes  baked 
in  the  ashes,  and  the  rice  and  vegetables,  and  drank  of 
the  fresh  milk.  When  he  had  finished  he  motioned  her 
to  sit  down  after  him,  but  she  shook  her  head. 

"  I  am  not  hungry,"  she  said,  speaking  for  the  first  time 
since  she  had  recognised  Yakoub  in  the  garden.  When 
the  sun  had  fallen  a  little  more  toward  the  horizon,  they 
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mounted  again  and  turned  toward  the  highway  as  they 
had  come.  Then  Yacuta  spoke  again. 

"  Thou  hast  promised  to  show  me  my  father,"  she  said. 
"  Do  we  ride  now  to  see  him  ?  "  Her  stiff  lips  would 
scarcely  form  the  words  which  she  forced  through  them. 
She  asked  the  question,  but  she  already  knew  the  answer 
in  her  heart.- 

"  Thou  hast  already  seen  thy  father,  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud, 
working  in  his  garden  which  the  khalif  hath  bestowed  upon 
him."  He  spoke  very  gravely,  his  eyes  upon  her  face. 
The  blood  of  angry  despair  surged  into  her  pale  cheeks. 

"  I  believe  it  not ! "  she  said  hotly.  "  How  thinkest 
thou  to  force  me  or  any  one  to  believe  such  a  tale."  Geber 
smiled  indifferently. 

"Thinkest  thou  Geber  hath  lived  so  short  a  time  in  the 
world,  that  he  hath  not  reserved  proof  of  so  weighty  a 
matter  ?  Thy  father  was  the  friend  of  my  youth  and  my 
young  manhood.  Thy  mother  was  false  to  him,  and  de 
serted  thee,  and  on  the  day  when  he  was  immured  in  that 
living  dungeon,  I  promised  him  to  care  for  thee  while  I 
lived  or  till  he  was  released.  I  promised  to  allow  thy 
character  to  develop  without  restraint,  and  if  I  found 
deceit  in  thee,  I  was  to  give  thee  as  wife  to  no  man,  lest 
his  fate  because  of  thee  should  be  even  as  thy  father's 
because  of  thy  mother.  Therefore  hath  no  marriage  been 
arranged  for  thee,"  added  Geber  grimly,  while  the  angry 
colour  in  her  cheek  was  brightened  for  a  moment  by  one 
of  conscious  guilt.  She  felt  a  sense  of  fear,  too,  for  while 
she  thought  him  blind  and  deceived,  he  must  have  been 
cognizant  of  her  every  act,  if  not  of  her  every  thought. 

"  When  they  took  him  from  his  prison  before  my  very 
eyes,"  continued  Geber,  "  I  followed  him,  but  he  knew 
me  not.  That  one  brief  moment  of  conscious  intelli 
gence  was  given  him  when  his  poor  eyes  were  blinded  by 
the  sun  ;  never  since  hath  he  been  aught  but  what  thou 
hast  seen  him,  the  empty  shell  of  what  was  once  one  of 
the  most  brilliant  intellects  of  the  court. — And  now,"  he 
added  after  a  pause,  "what  is  thy  decision?  Wilt  thou 
return  to  thy  father  and  live  his  life,"— Yacuta  shuddered 
involuntarily — "  or  wilt  thou  remain  as  thou  hast  always 
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been  to  the  world  and  mine  own  household,  my  daugh 
ter — and  do  my  bidding?" 

"  What  wilt  thou  have  me  do  ?  "  she  inquired  painfully, 
after  a  silence. 

"  That  I  cannot  tell  thee,  though  I  want  but  little  just 
at  present.  I  wish  now  to  know  whether  the  Princess 
Abassa  hath  at  last  acquiesced  concerning  her  husband, 
Jaafar." 

There  was  another  pause,  and  then  Yacuta  drew  a 
crumpled  note  from  her  bosom  and  in  handing  it  to 
Geber  yielded  tacitly  to  his  conditions.  He  took  it  and 
read  : 

"  The  sun  hath  disappeared  these  two  days  that  thou 
hast  been  absent  from  the  palace.  I  have  waited  for 
thee  in  vain.  Another  time  we  will  take  better  precau 
tions  against  discovery,  though  the  adventure  ended 
after  all  without  great  disaster.  My  heart  yearneth  for 
thee,  thou  beautiful  one.  If  I  see  thee  not  soon  I  shall 
take  my  daring  in  my  hand  and  boldly  demand  thee  of 
thy  father.  There  is  no  news  at  court,  save  that  Harun's 
preparations  for  war  fill  the  whole  earth.  I  promised 
thee  to  watch  the  Princess  Abassa.  What  was  thy  sweet 
and  foolish  whim  concerning  her?  Yesterday  she  visited 
the  Lady  Opheirah,  the  mother  of  Jaafar  the  Barmek. 
As  I  have  kept  my  promise  to  thee,  so  I  pray  wilt  thou 
keep  thine  to  me.  Trusting  thus  in  thy  love  and  honour 
I  bid  thee  farewell." 

Geber  handed  back  the  note  and  rode  on  in  silence. 
Yacuta  watched  him  sullenly.  At  last  he  spoke  again. 

"  As  for  thy  father,  perchance  he  loseth  little  by  thy 
decision.  Now  he  hath  for  company  the  tender  memory 
of  a  loving  child.  The  reality  might  not  comfort  him  so 
greatly  as  doth  the  dream.  After  all,  'tis  not  so  heavy 
a  price  to  pay  for  the  luxury  in  which  thou  livest  ?  "  he 
asked  drily. 

"  I  know  not ;  the  end  hath  not  yet  come,"  she  replied 
coldly.  She  suddenly  felt  as  if  she  had  unwittingly 
started  forces  to  work  over  which  she  had  lost  control 
and  which  might  in  the  end  overwhelm  her  with  de 
struction. 


CHAPTER  XVIII 

I  came  upon  the  great 
Pavilion  of  the  Caliphate. 
Right  to  the  carven  cedarn  doors, 
Flung  inward  over  spangled  floors, 
Broad-based  flights  of  marble  stairs 
Ran  up  with  golden  balustrade, 
After  the  fashion  of  the  time, 
And  humor  of  the  golden  prime 
Of  good  Har»un  Alraschid. — TENNYSON. 

HARUN,  King  of  Arabia  and  Khalif  of  Baghdad,  Com 
mander  of  the  Faithful  and  being  of  the  Koraish,  the 
House  of  Mohammed  the  Prophet  of  Allah,  the  One  and 
Indivisible,  having  performed  his  devotions  and  prostra 
tions  and  granted  his  daily  alms  amid  the  clamorous  and 
greedy  praises  of  his  people,  having  bathed  and  break 
fasted  and  taken  his  morning  ride — now  sat  in  state  in 
his  audience  hall  to  receive  the  ambassador  of  Niceph- 
orus  the  Greek. 

He  was  clothed  in  all  the  magnificence  which  he  usu 
ally  avoided,  but  which  he  well  knew  how  to  assume 
when  it  was  his  purpose  to  impress  his  power  and  wealth 
upon  the  mind  of  some  foe  or  recalcitrant  vassal.  His 
brow  was  bound  with  a  circle  of  blazing  gems  beneath 
which  his  lustrous  eyes  shone  with  scarcely  less  brilliance. 
About  his  neck  was  a  collar  of  exquisitely-wrought  gold, 
from  which  hung  chains  of  jewels  that  shot  forth  tongues 
of  many-coloured  flame  against  his  spotless  tunic  as  he 
moved.  His  mantle  of  white  silk  and  his  trousers  of  the 
same  material  were  stiff  with  gold  embroidery,  his  girdle 
was  a  flashing  mass  of  precious  stones,  his  fingers  were 
loaded  with  priceless  rings  and  even  his  shoes  were 
crusted  with  gold  and  rubies. 

A  lesser  man  would  have  been  rendered  insignificant 
by  this  gorgeousness  of  apparel,  but  not  this  man.     In- 
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stead,  it  but  served  to  heighten  and  make  more  apparent 
his  natural  kingly  beauty  and  dignity.  Never  had  Harun 
al  Raschid  looked  more  to  be  frankly  admired  by  all  who 
saw  him  than  he  did  upon  this  historic  day. 

He  was  seated  alone  upon  a  dais  and  beneath  a  canopy 
of  red  silk  which  was  surmounted  by  a  dome  of  yellow 
brocade.  Behind  him  stood  his  Nubian  memluk,  and 
below  the  dais  stood  Jaafar  attended  by  his  secretary, 
Obeidah,  and  a  train  of  slaves  and  pages.  Upon  his 
other  hand,  to  the  secret  surprise  and  wonder  of  all  pres 
ent,  the  place  of  honour  was  occupied  by  Ali  ibn  Isa, 
the  governor  of  Khorasan,  with  his  rich  retinue  of  fol 
lowers.  He  too  was  splendidly  arrayed  and  bore  himself 
with  an  air  of  conscious  pride  and  triumph. 

The  great  hall,  which  was  used  only  upon  equally  great 
occasions,  was  hung  with  many  thousand  pieces  of  tapes 
try,  from  whose  intricate  designs  countless  gems  caught 
the  light  and  flashed  it  back  to  its  source.  Columns  of 
African,  Italian  and  Greek  marble  relieved  the  depth  of 
the  room.  In  its  centre  spouted  a  fountain  of  oily  per 
fume  which  threw  out  its  heavy  scent  to  mingle  with  the 
burning  fumes  of  jasmine  and  cinnamon  whose  smoke 
rose  from  the  gold  and  silver  censers  to  the  vaulted  roof. 
Around  the  fountain's  marble  edge  stood  the  carved 
figures  of  birds  and  beasts  wrought  in  gold  and  silver  so 
naturally  that  one  could  almost  confuse  them  with  the 
real  beasts  which  were  stationed  at  intervals  along  the 
walls — a  hundred  tame  lions,  each  with  his  keeper,  and 
frightful  enough  to  the  unaccustomed  visitor,  in  spite  of 
their  docility.  But  the  greatest  wonder  in  the  hall  was  a 
tree  formed  of  solid  gold  and  silver,  with  eighteen  large 
branches  and  countless  smaller  ones  stretching  from  its 
trunk,  among  whose  leaves  sat  a  variety  of  birds.  In 
tricate  machinery  caused  the  branches  and  leaves  to  sway 
and  move  as  if  in  a  summer  breeze,  and  the  birds  to 
warble,  each  its  own  natural  note  or  song,  in  so  life-like 
a  manner  that  the  uninitiated  might  well  start  at  the  sight 
and  sound.  The  eastern  end  of  the  room,  opposite 
Harun's  throne,  opened  into  a  rose  garden  and  this  again 
into  a  court  crowded  with  pages,  soldiers  and  slaves. 
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The  greater  part  of  the  hall  itself  was  crowded  with 
the  throng  of  those  to  whom  Harun  had  given  permis 
sion  to  be  present — the  Shaikh,  or  nobility,  officers,  theo 
logians,  poets, — all  the  great  of  the  realm,  whether  in 
station,  courage  or  intellect  ;  and  attired  in  a  richness  of 
raiment  that  defies  description,  save  by  a  tiresome  repe 
tition  of  word  and  phrase,  so  that  it  is  not  surprising  if 
even  the  historian's  pen  falters  in  the  attempt  to  make 
visible  and  living  to  us  the  great  company  of  actors  on  this 
stage  and  the  indescribable  magnificence  of  the  setting. 

As  the  Greek  ambassador  and  his  retinue  rode  through 
the  city  streets  to  present  themselves  at  this  audience,  he 
remarked  upon  the  gala  preparations  which  appeared  at 
every  turn.  Banners  of  black  silk,  that  colour  being  the 
insignia  of  the  Abbas  family,  but  now  heavily  embroid 
ered  with  colours  and  with  gold,  hung  at  the  street  cor 
ners  and  from  the  balconies  and  windows.  The  round 
towers  on  the  walls  and  the  lofty  pointed  arches  of  the 
gates  were  draped  with  gay  stuffs  and  garlanded  with 
flowers.  The  very  street  itself  clown  which  they  rode 
was  fairly  carpeted  with  flowers  and  was  lined  with  a  con- 
stantly  increasing  crowd,  who  paid  little  enough  atten 
tion  indeed  to  them,  but  stared  eagerly  past  them  toward 
the  palace  with  a  constant  buzz  of  excited  expectation. 

"Truly,"  remarked  the  ambassador  to  the  companion 
who  rode  beside  him,  "  the  heathen  dog  hath  shown  us  at 
least  a  proper  amount  of  respect  in  the  display  he  hath 
made  to  welcome  us."  His  companion  shook  his  head. 

"  'Tis  past  my  comprehension.  He  made  no  such  show 
of  welcome  the  last  time  he  received  a  message  from  Ni- 
cephorus  our  King,  and  I  surmise  now  that  it  hath  some 
other  explanation.  May  the  gods  grant  that  we  have 
no  other  share  than  a  pleasant  one  in  the  festivities  that 
seem  to  be  thus  heralded  !  " 

Their  entrance  into  the  hall  was  greeted  by  a  sudden 
silence.  All  present  felt  that  something  of  importance 
was  about  to  occur,  and  an  undefined  sense  of  uneasiness 
was  felt  as  Jaafar  stepped  forward  and  received  the  sal 
utations  of  the  ambassador.  He  himself  glanced  at  the 
calm,  inscrutable  face  of  the  khalif  and  then  quickly  back 
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at  his  own  attendants,  to  reassure  himself  that  they  had 
followed  him  closely.  After  the  usual  long  exchange  of 
empty  and  meaningless  compliments,  assurances  and  flat 
teries,  the  Greek  drew  from  his  girdle  the  letter  with  which 
he  had  been  entrusted,  closely  wrapped  in  embroidered 
silk  and  having  for  a  fastening  a  delicate  chain  which 
seemed  almost  too  slight  to  hold  the  weight  of  the  great 
sapphire  that  was  caught  in  its  meshes  like  a  star  hung 
in  a  spider's  web.  The  page,  whose  perfect  form  sur 
mounted  by  a  yellow  mass  of  fleeting  curls,  looked  won- 
drously  attractive  in  his  Greek  dress,  received  the  letter 
and  offered  it  on  bent  knee  to  Obeidah,  who,  kneeling  in 
his  turn,  gave  it  to  Jaafar  who  prostrated  himself  and 
presented  it  to  thekhalif.  Now  for  the  first  time  Harun 
seemed  to  rouse  himself  from  complete  indifference  to 
some  interest  in  what  was  passing.  He  took  the  letter, 
and,  opening  it  slowly,  read  it  with  deliberation.  When 
he  had  done  so  he  shot  a  glance  of  lightning  at  the  Greek 
from  beneath  his  frowning  brows. 

"  Knowest  thou  the  contents  of  this  letter?"  he  de 
manded  sternly. 

"  Nay,  most  mighty  sovereign,"  deprecated  the  ambas 
sador.  "  Deign  but  to  note  that  when  the  letter  was 
presented  to  thee  the  seal  affixed  by  the  hand  of  my 
gracious  King,  Nicephorus,  remained  still  unbroken  ! " 
Harun  turned  to  Jaafar. 

"  Hearken  thou  to  this — and  thou,  AH  ibn  Isa  !  " 

"  '  From  Nicephorus,  King  of  the  Greeks,  to  Harun, 
King  of  the  Arabs  : 

"  '  Irene  hath  parted  with  the  castle  and  hath  contented 
herself  with  the  pawn.  She  hath  paid  thee  moneys,  the 
double  of  which  thou  shouldst  have  paid  to  her.  It  was 
but  a  woman's  weakness.  Wherefore,  return  what  thou 
hast  taken,  or  the  sword  shall  decide  ! ' ' 

A  gleam  of  grim  humour  passed  over  Harun's  face  at 
the  skilful  use  Nicephorus  had  made  of  the  khalif's  fond 
ness  for  the  game  of  chess.  There  appears  to  be  some 
historical  difficulty  in  placing  the  responsibility  with 
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exact  justice  for  these  wars  between  the  Greeks  and  the 
khalifs  of  Baghdad.  It  is  generally  admitted,  however, 
that  the  burden  of  the  first  wrong  lay  with  the  Greeks, 
for  they  took  advantage  of  the  internecine  war  between 
the  two  contending  dynasties,  the  Ommiades  and  the 
Abbassides,  to  steal  territory  from  the  Araby  wherewith 
to  enlarge  their  own.  Harun  had  been  sent  in  his  father 
Al  Mehdi's  reign,  with  an  army  of  ninety-five  thousand 
Arabian  and  Persian  troops  to  wrest  these  possessions 
from  the  Greeks  when  Greece  was  weakest  under 
the  rule  of  a  woman  and  a  child,  Irene  and  Constantine. 
When  Nicephorus  had  succeeded  Irene,  he  had  at  once 
rebelled  against  the  yearly  tribute  exacted,  consisting  of 
seventy  thousand  dinars  in  gold.  Harun  therefore  very 
well  understood  the  meaning  of  the  message  concerning 
Irene  and  the  castle  and  pawn.  Perhaps  its  very  bold 
ness  moved  him  to  something  of  admiration  for  a  more 
equal  foe  ;  for  in  all  the  eight  foregoing  rebellions  of  the 
Greeks  and  Romans  against  paying  him  tribute,  it  had 
needed  only  a  descent  of  Harun's  legions  into  their  terri 
tory  to  convince  them — at  least  for  the  time — that  trib 
ute  was  cheaper  than  the  depredations  of  the  conquerors. 

"  Hast  thou  been  instructed  to  add  aught  unto  this?" 
inquired  Harun  of  the  ambassador,  who  shivered  at  the 
menacing  quiet  of  the  tone,  but  performed  his  duty  faith 
fully.  Turning  to  an  attendant  he  received  a  bundle  of 
swords  which  he  cast  without  speaking  at  the  feet  of  the 
khalif.  Harun  smiled  at  the  threat  conveyed  and  rose 
to  his  feet.  He  then  drew  The  Piercer,  that  marvellous 
sword,  credited  with  miraculous  powers,  and  which  had 
descended  in  a  direct  line  to  him  from  the  Prophet  him 
self.  With  one  cleaving  blow  he  cut  the  bundle  of  swords 
in  two,  the  historian  of  the  scene  tells  us,  "  like  a  bunch 
of  radishes." 

A  murmur  of  wonder  and  admiration  ran  through  the 
audience,  for  the  khalif  held  the  sword  up  after  accom 
plishing  this  feat,  that  all  might  see  that  the  edge  was 
unturned  and  the  temper  unspoiled.  Then  the  satirical 
smile  faded  from  his  face  and  anger  began  to  glow  in  his 
deep  eyes.  He  turned  to  Jaafar,  his  majestic  form  drawn 
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to  its  full  height,  the  jewels  about  his  neck  flashing  with 
the  stormy  heave  of  his  massive  chest. 

"  Bid  thy  scribe  bring  thee  pen  and  ink,"  he  com 
manded,  "  and  write  !  "  'In  the  name  of  the  Most  Merci 
ful  God,  Harun  al  Raschid,  Commander  of  the  Faithful, 
to  Nicephorus  the  Roman  dog.  I  have  read  thy  letter, 
oh  thou  son  of  an  unbelieving  mother.  Thou  shalt  not 
hear — thou  shalt  behold  my  reply  !  '  Take  away  the 
swine  !  "  he  said,  motioning  contemptuously  toward  the 
angry  ambassador  and  his  suite.  "  Let  them  be  fed  and 
sent  hence  with  my  reply  to  their  master.  Let  them 
bear  to  him  as  well  the  bundle  of  swords  which  they  were 
at  such  pains  to  bear  hither  in  defiance.  Let  me  not  be 
troubled  with  them  again,  for  I  have  things  of  greater 
importance  to  fill  my  mind  to-day  than  the  vain  rebellion 
of  a  peevish  boaster.  Our  proverb  saith  truly  that  '  Folly 
is  an  incurable  disease.'  ' 

The  company  of  Greeks  were  hustled  out  without 
further  delay  and  Harun  turned  to  those  present  with  a 
winning  smile  and  change  of  manner. 

"  Ye  have  noted  doubtless,  that  the  city  hath  been 
decorated  to-day  as  for  a  festival  of  more  than  ordinary 
importance.  The  slaves  go  even  now  about  the  streets, 
bidding  my  people  to  a  feast  this  night.  This  have  I 
caused  to  be  prepared  for  all  who  desire  to  partake,  that 
in  this  way  the  poorest  as  well  as  the  greatest  may  share 
in  a  great  rejoicing.  At  last  have  the  people  of  Khora- 
san  and  Samarkand  been  brought  to  a  fitting  state  of 
subjection  and  content  by  their  good  and  efficient  gov 
ernor,  Ali  ibn  Isa,  who  standeth  now  before  thee.  There 
fore  arc  our  hands  fortunately  left  free  to  punish  the 
insolent  dog  to  whose  words  ye  have  just  listened. 

"  In  this  matter  the  Governor  Ibn  Isa  hath  rendered  me 
such  signal  service,  that  I  have  sought  deeply  for  some 
measure  of  reward  that  shall  both  express  my  gratitude 
for  his  conduct  and  shall  bind  him  more  closely  to  the 
interests  of  the  realm."  Here  he  paused,  while  all  looked 
into  each  other's  eyes  and  held  their  peace.  Then  Harun 
continued,  his  eyes  keenly  watching  every  glance  and 
motion  of  those  who  listened, 
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"  For  these  reasons  I  have  decided  with  the  consent  of 
both,  to  bestow  this  day  upon  Ali  ibn  Isa,  Governor  of 
Khorasan  and  Samarkand,  the  hand  of  my  sister,  The 
Princess  Oleija." 

The  silence  that  followed  these  words  could  be  felt. 
No  one  now  so  much  as  glanced  at  his  neighbour.  Those 
who  had  been  present  when  he  gave  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  to 
understand  that  Oleija  should  be  his  upon  his  return  from 
Egypt,  stood  with  dropped  eyes,  uneasily  searching  the 
floor.  Those  who  had  heard  nothing  of  this,  yet  felt 
that  the  air,  for  some  reason,  was  surcharged  with  danger 
ous  elements  and  they  avoided  all  movement  which 
should  attract  attention  to  themselves.  The  subjects  of 
a  despot  who  holds  in  his  fingers  absolute  control  over 
life  and  death,  and  holds  it  so  lightly  and  carelessly  that 
a  little  jar  may  shake  either  from  his  grasp,  early  learn  to 
take  other  men's  misfortunes  quietly,  and  without  too 
great  a  sympathetic  outcry.  There  were  some  indeed, 
whose  secret  souls  burned  with  indignation  at  the  story 
of  treachery  and  dishonour  they  read  in  the  words,  and 
still  others  wondered  if  Rcifi's  friends  would  ever  see  him 
again,  and  with  the  next  thought,  decided  that  they 
would  not.  Harun  was  looking  at  the  face  of  Jaafar  his 
favourite,  who  was  pale  and  kept  his  eyes  sedulously 
lowered.  Over  his  features  had  spread  an  expression  of 
intense  weariness  which  he  either  could  not  or  did  not 
care  to  hide.  Before  the  silence  could  last  long  enough 
to  be  construed  into  disapproval,  it  was  broken  by  mur 
murs  of  respectful  congratulation,  pleasure,  approbation 
— all  the  apposite  sentiments  which  well-trained  courtiers 
can  feel,  or  at  any  rate  can  appear  to  sincerely  feel,  at 
a  moment's  notice.  The  day  was  Friday,  the  day 
appointed  by  the  Koran  for  marriages,  and  Harun 
explained  that  since  the  Governor  Ali  had  been  already 
away  from  his  provinces  for  two  months,  the  final  cere 
monies  were  to  be  completed  that  day  and  the  Princess 
Oleija  was  to  return  with  her  husband  that  evening  to 
Balkh. 

The  views  presented  to  us  of  this  notable  man  are 
divergent  in  character.  To  our  childhood  he  appeared  as 
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a  sort  of  socialist  demigod,  spending  his  waking  hours 
wandering  about  the  streets  in  disguise  in  search  of  evil 
doers — a  disguise  which  always  hid  beneath  its  rags  the 
effulgence  of  the  sovereign,  ready  at  a  moment's  warning 
to  burst  from  its  chrysalis  and  emerge  to  dazzle  the  of 
fender  and  charm  the  deserving.  History  paints  him  as 
one  of  great  talents,  of  physical  beauty  and  unusual 
mental  attainments,  but  treacherous  and  vindictive  of 
soul,  superstitious  and  distrustful,  and  with  his  hands 
blackened  by  the  murder,  wholesale  and  unprovoked,  of 
his  best  friends.  The  truth  in  this,  as  always,  lies  some 
where  between  the  two  extremes.  Brought  up  to  a  gal 
lant  and  beloved  young  manhood  in  the  camp  of  his 
foster-father,  the  good  Yaheya,  inheriting  the  weakness 
of  a  love  of  pleasure  and  of  adulation  which  was  as  incense 
to  his  soul,  embittered  by  the  unjust  persecution  of  his 
brother  Hadi  and  coming  to  the  throne  unexpectedly,  he 
found  himself  at  the  head  of  a  number  of  disunited  and 
separate  states,  and  now  the  sleeping  energies  of  the  man 
began  to  shadow  forth  his  real  strength.  One  can  only 
dimly  guess  at  what  the  character  of  Harun  the  Just  would 
have  been,  had  he  been  born  under  another  sun  and  with 
out  his  long  inheritance  of  mythical  magnificence  and 
enervating  luxury.  As  it  was,  the  world  soon  acknowl 
edged  a  master  and  he  made  an  ineffaceable  mark  on 
history.  When  he  fell  there  was  none  to  take  his  place. 
The  values  of  historical  pictures  depend  more  upon  the 
background  than  upon  the  central  figures.  A  figure  of 
neutral  tints,  when  displayed  upon  a  background  of  past 
goodness,  may  seem  to  concentrate  within  it  all  the 
shadows  of  the  picture  ;  while  the  same  picture  seen 
against  blood,  oppression  or  ignorance  may  be  the  high 
light  of  the  painting.  For  this  reason  it  is  often  easy 
with  our  human  judgment  to  misjudge  some  great  figure 
in  history,  especially  when,  as  in  this  case,  his  first  his 
torian  lived  six  centuries  after  the  subject  was  dead.  It 
was  possibly  to  the  personal  magnetism  of  his  manner, 
more  than  to  the  richness  of  his  mental  gifts,  that  Harun 
owed  the  universal  sufferance  of  his  less  admirable  deeds. 
Certain  it  was  that  when  he  condescended  to  address 
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upon  an  equal  plane  such  a  company  as  now  stood  before 
him,  he  predisposed  the  minds  of  his  hearers  to  accept 
any  interpretation  of  his  words  which  he  might  desire 
put  upon  them  ;  for  it  was  one  of  his  rare  gifts  that  he 
could  hedge  a  distant  ceremony  of  manner  with  all  the 
empty  observances  of  Eastern  etiquette,  or  he  could  with 
equal  skill  and  grace  put  off  all  formality  and  descend  to 
the  plane  of  his  companions  without  either  a  hypocritical 
seeming  or  a  loss  of  dignity.  He  saw  now  that  he  had 
accomplished  his  object,  at  least  to  all  outward  appear 
ance,  and  he  was  satisfied  with  this  effect.  Only  Jaafar 
seemed  unmoved,  Jaafar  who  was  wont  to  respond  like 
the  vibrating  string  of  a  lyre  to  the  lightest  and  most 
careless  touch  of  the  master.  Harun's  face  hardened  as 
he  watched,  and  having  stepped  down  among  his  cour 
tiers,  he  turned  sharply  in  the  midst  of  their  honeyed  com 
pliments  and  adulations  and  called  to  his  favourite  who 
still  stood  aloof. 

"  My  Lord  Jaafar,  I  have  been  distraught  the  entire 
night,"  he  complained,  in  a  voice  which  attracted  the 
attention  of  many;  among  others  that  of  the  oracle  of 
Rakkah,  who,  dressed  in  black,  flitted  here  and  there 
among  the  company  like  a  bird  of  evil  omen,  and  left  in 
the  wake  of  his  earnest  conversations  a  shadow  of  doubt 
and  perplexity  upon  the  faces  of  those  to  whom  he 
spoke. 

"  Indeed,  scarcely  have  I  slept  at  all,"  continued  Harun, 
having  attracted  general  attention,  "  because  of  a  predic 
tion  made  me  yesterday  eve  by  a  vile  Jew,  who  no  doubt 
now  doth  regret  his  soothsaying  ability  in  his  cooling 
dungeon.  It  may  be  hadst  thou  been  present  I  had  been 
spared  this  prediction,  the  haunting  memory  of  whose 
words  refuse  to  leave  me  and  turn  my  choicest  food  to 
ashes  in  my  mouth." 

At  this  Jaafar  approached  the  khalif  and  looked  at  him 
in  some  concern.  A  murmur  of  sympathy  and  advice 
went  around  the  group  of  those  who  heard  the  khalifs 
words.  An  unhappy  prediction  or  a  dream  of  ill-omen 
was  not  to  be  lightly  treated  or  easily  dismissed  from  the 
mind. 
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"  Could  we  hear  the  prediction,  oh  Director  of  the 
Universe,"  began  Jaafar. 

"  The  Jew  predicted  that  I  should  die  when  twelve 
moons  have  dragged  the  whiteness  of  their  garments  across 
the  upper  air.  Nor  could  pleadings  or  bribes  alter  his 
forecast,"  replied  Harun.  A  dry  smile  played  for  a  mo 
ment  on  his  lips.  "  I  know  not  if  the  prediction  be  the 
result  of  true  astrology,  or  of  a  smothered  anger  because, 
having  detected  the  rogue  in  robbing  a  poor  peasant 
woman  of  all  she  possessed,  I  in  turn  robbed  him  as  pun 
ishment  and  confided  to  the  public  coffers  all  of  the  ill- 
gained  wealth  upon  which  I  could  lay  my  hands.  Doubt 
less  he  hath  plenty  hidden  elsewhere,  however." 

He  spoke  carelessly,  but  Jaafar,  who  so  well  understood 
every  change  of  countenance  and  tone  of  voice  of  his 
friend  and  king,  stepped  still  nearer  to  him. 

"  Thou  meanest  the  wretch  to  die  ?  "  he  asked  in  a  low 
voice. 

"  Even  so,"  returned  Harun,  a  sombre  fire  lighting 
beneath  his  brows.  "  Not  only  for  the  deed  of  which  I 
have  spoken,  but  for  other  crimes  as  well,  less  pretty  to 
hear.  But  not  till  he  hath  retracted  his  prediction.  It 
may  be  naught  but  a  well-schemed  revenge,  or  it  may 
be —  'Tis  never  safe  to  live  under  an  unfavour 
able  prediction  if  it  can  be  avoided.  It  influences  the 
actions  by  its  insidious  memory  and  so  may  lead  to  its 
own  fulfilment.  And  yet  torture  is  a  poor  method  by 
which  to  convince  one's  self  of  the  falsity  of  a  prediction  !  " 
he  added  meditatively.  Jaafar's  eyes  filled  with  a  kindly 
light  of  protection.  It  is  not  easy  to  throw  off  the  yoke 
of  years  in  an  instant,  especially  if  the  yoke  has  been 
beloved  and  has  been  carried  happily  and  garlanded  with 
many  sweet  and  holy  memories. 

"  Send  for  the  man,  Sayyid,  and  before  he  dieth.  I 
promise  thee  I  will  disprove  his  prediction  to  thy  entire 
satisfaction." 

"  Canst  thou  indeed  do  that  ?  "  There  was  more  of 
warmth  in  Harun's  voice  than  had  fallen  on  the  favourite's 
ear  for  many  days.  "  Then  indeed  shall  I  be  in  thy  debt." 
He  ordered  the  Jew  to  be  brought  before  him. 
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"  Nay,  never  in  my  debt,  Sire  !  Thou  hast  repaid  my 
small  services  a  thousand  times  already  ;  services  which 
brought  their  own  joy  in  the  doing.  I  have  loved  thee 
long  and  well,  Harun  !  " 

It  was  involuntary  overflow  of  the  stream  which  had 
been  dammed  at  its  source  for  some  time.  Both  were  un 
expectedly  moved  and  looked  into  each  other's  eyes  with 
a  flood-tide  of  the  old  faith  and  friendship  overflowing 
their  hearts  at  that  moment.  Jaafar  bent  and  kissed  the 
khalif's  hand  with  a  beautiful  gesture  of  love  and  rever 
ence.  Harun  sighed  heavily.  Jaafar  was  about  to  speak 
again,  to  risk  this  newly  returned  favour  at  its  first  flush 
of  joy  in  a  remonstrance  against  the  wrong  the  khalif  was 
about  to  do  the  absent  Rafi  and — what  grieved  the  faith 
ful  Jaafar  even  more — the  wrong  he  was  about  to  do  his 
own  honour.  But  at  this  moment  the  Jew  was  brought  in 
and  Harun  turned  quickly  toward  him  and  the  opportu 
nity  was  gone. 

The  Jew  was  trembling,  but  bore  himself  with  a  bravado 
which  took  the  place  of  courage.  Jaafar  noted  the  look 
of  venom  in  his  glance  at  the  khalif,  and  stepped  forward. 

"  Thou  hast  been  brought  here,  Jew,"  he  said,  "  that  I 
may  examine  thee  regarding  thy  prediction  to  the  Com 
mander  of  the  Faithful.  Answer  truthfully,  if  thou  dost 
hope  for  mercy.  Art  thou  a  true  astrologer?  Canst 
thou,  for  instance,  tell  me  aught  of  mine  own  destiny?  " 
The  Jew  looked  about  him  at  the  intent  faces  of  his 
audience  and  moistened  his  dry  lips. 

"  Thou  hast  enemies  of  which  thou  knowest  not,"  he 
ventured  at  last. 

"  So  hath  every  man,"  returned  Jaafar  unmoved. 

"  Thine  enemies  are  nearer  to  thee  than  thou  dost  think." 

"  That  may  well  be,  since  thou  art  here  and  I  cannot 
think  that  thou  art  friend  to  anyone,  if  it  lieth  in  thy 
power  to  work  them  evil."  The  Jew  looked  at  him 
closely  for  a  moment,  seeming  to  forget  in  the  pursuit  of 
his  profession  the  doom  which  menaced  him. 

"  Thy  fate  is  written  on  thee,"  he  said  at  last.  "About 
thy  brow  I  see  a  strand  of  woman's  hair—  Jaafar  in 
terrupted  him.  His  face  had  paled,  but  his  voice  was 
composed. 
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"  Now  art  thou  indeed  a  false  prophet,  for  no  woman's 
hair  doth  bind  my  brow  or  my  heart.  Hark  ye !  Thou 
canst  predict  strange  things  for  others — canst  thou  then 
tell  the  day  of  thine  own  death  ?  " 

The  Jew  looked  from  Harun's  face  to  Jaafar's  and 
around  upon  the  circle  of  interested  listeners.  He  felt 
as  if  the  net  were  being  drawn  about  him  and  the  cheetah 
about  to  make  its  final  spring.  His  evil  deeds  rose  up 
before  him  and  clouded  his  reason. 

"  I — shall  live  many  years  yet,  by  the  mercy  of  Jeho 
vah,"  he  faltered.  Jaafar  turned  to  Harun  with  a  gesture 
of  triumph. 

"  This  man  hath  justly  merited  death,  oh  King.  Let 
him  be  instantly  executed,  and  then  shall  the  prediction 
concerning  his  own  fate  be  proven  a  lie ;  and  if  he  be  un 
true  in  one,  who  can  believe  him  in  any?  Therefore  thou 
mayest  put  from  thy  mind  his  forecast  regarding  thee  as 
well." 

"  Do  even  as  the  Lord  Jaafar  hath  suggested,"  cried 
Harun,  turning  to  the  memluk  behind  his  chair.  "  Take 
away  the  evil-doer,  and — stay  !  When  the  thing  is  accom 
plished,  bring  me  the  ring  from  his  finger  as  a  token." 
His  eye  had  caught  the  glitter  of  a  valuable  ruby  as  the 
Jew  stretched  out  his  hands  in  a  prayer  for  mercy. 

But  the  startling  occurrences  of  the  day  were  not  yet 
entirely  ended.  As  the  yellow-turbaned  Jew  was 
dragged  hastily  away  with  a  throttling  hand  upon  his 
skinny  throat  to  stifle  his  shrill  shrieks,  the  tall,  gaunt 
form  of  the  oracle  of  Rakkah  stepped  out  from  the  sur 
rounding  crowd  and  faced  the  khalif.  His  hollow  eyes 
blazed  with  a  fanatical  fury,  and  throwing  back  his  black 
robe  he  extended  a  threatening  arm.  In  his  hand  he  held 
a  rolled  document. 

"  Hear,  oh  King,  the  voice  of  thy  people!"  he  cried 
in  a  loud  voice.  "  Hearken  thou  to  the  voice  of  the 
Prophet — may  Allah  grant  him  peace !  who  speaketh 
through  me,  his  humble  servant !  Thou  has  admitted 
hypocrisy  to  thine  inner  courts  and  a  traitor  to  thy 
bosom  !  "  At  these  words  Harun  started  and  looked  in 
tently  at  the  speaker.  One  of  the  customs  which  had 
made  him  popular  was  to  give  ear  to  all  petitions  or  com- 
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plaints  that  might  be  made  to  him,  at  any  time  or  in  any 
place.  Recognising  the  speaker,  he  had  been  prepared  to 
listen  to  a  renewal  of  the  demand  for  funds  to  rebuild  the 
temple  of  the  oracle  at  Rakkah  where  his  own  summer 
palace  was  situated.  This,  however,  did  not  sound  like 
the  beginning  to  a  petition,  but  rather  like  a  startling 
echo  to  his  own  inmost  thoughts — thoughts  which  de 
stroyed  his  peace,  disturbed  his  sleep  and  rendered  his 
waking  hours  a  torment  of  unverified  but  continual  sus 
picion. 

"  Hear,  therefore,  the  cause  of  complaint  which  thy 
people  have  against  thee.  Wherefore  hast  thou  admitted 
to  thine  inmost  counsels  and  set  to  rule  over  us  these 
aliens  who  are  neither  of  our  race  nor  our  religion?" 
Then  after  an  impressive  pause,  during  which  he  turned 
his  face  toward  the  listening  throng  and  seemed  to  fix 
each  eye  with  his  burning  glance,  he  asked  the  question 
which  must  of  necessity  have  weight  with  the  Moslem  of 
all  classes,  from  the  king  to  the  peasant,  and  which, 
freighted  with  the  significance  of  results,  has  come  down 
to  us  in  history. 

"  How  wilt  thou  justify  thyself  to  Allah,  oh  King,  for 
having  placed  true  believers  under  the  rule  of  atheists?" 

Silence  followed.  Even  the  bold  fanatic  himself  shrank 
a  little  under  the  fiery  gaze  of  Harun's  angry  eyes.  He 
did  not  look  at  Jaafar;  if  he  had  he  would  have  seen  a 
flush  of  contemptuous  anger  creep  up  to  the  broad  brow 
from  that  generous  heart  and  sink  away  into  a  deeper 
pallor.  The  oracle  had  great  influence  among  his  own 
people  at  Rakkah,  among  whom  were  many  who  now  lis 
tened  to  his  wrords.  He  had  appealed  also  to  the  strongest 
passion  in  the  Moslem's  breast — reverence  for  his  religion. 
In  spite,  however,  of  both  these  reasons  why  the  multi 
tude  should  have  met  this  bold  accusation  with  approval, 
such  was  the  universal  love  and  respect  for  the  entire 
Barmek  family  that,  much  to  his  chagrin,  the  oracle  now 
found  himself  obliged  to  sustain  alone  the  weight  of  the 
denunciation  he  had  prepared.  Nay,  more.  There  was 
an  uneasy  murmur  throughout  the  hall,  which  only  the 
khalif's  presence  kept  from  breaking  into  open  indigna 
tion. 
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When  the  pause  had  become  unbearable  Harun  spoke. 

"  I  have  heard  with  patience  thy  complaint,  Abou  Rab- 
beia,  made,  doubtless,  from  pure  motives  of  regard  for  the 
Prophet's  faith — may  Allah  be  propitious  to  him  ! — and 
not  through  any  lesser  impulse  of  spite  or  revenge."  At 
this  point  a  page  entered  and  Harun  took  from  his  golden 
salver  the  ring  from  the  finger  of  the  Jew.  He  examined 
it  closely,  while  all  present  waited  in  suspense  for  his  next 
words.  At  last  he  raised  himself  to  his  full  height  and 
with  the  ring  still  in  his  fingers  looked  piercingly  at  the 
oracle  and  spoke  more  quickly. 

"  My  people  know  that  they  may  come  to  me  with 
every  grievance,  fancied  or  real ;  but  they  also  know  that 
I  will  sift  out  the  truth  of  their  words,  and  that  I,  Harun 
al  Raschid,  and  I  alone,  will  determine  and  mete  out  jus 
tice.  Having  heard  thee,  I  will  ponder  thy  words  a  little 
lest  in  so  great  a  matter  I  render  justice  too  quickly. 
Stay  !  Take  thou  this  ring  as  gage  that  I  will  bear  thy 
words  in  mind  and  sooner  or  later  I  will  answer  thee  !  " 
Abou  Rubbeia  took  the  ring,writh  an  involuntary  shudder 
as  he  remembered  that  the  hand  which  had  wrorn  it  last 
was  not  yet  cold.  The  words  too  had  a  strange  sound 
to  his  ears  and  might  easily  admit  of  two  constructions. 
Had  the  ring  been  given  him  to  suggest  that  his  might 
be  the  fate  of  the  wretch  that  had  last  owned  it  ? 

When  Harun  left  the  hall  he  leaned  ostentatiously  upon 
the  arm  of  his  favourite.  They  walked  through  the  courts 
and  corridors  for  some  time  in  silence.  Harun  seemed  to 
be  pondering  deeply  and  Jaafar  could  neither  put  aside 
the  oracle's  words,  nor  speak  of  them.  At  last  Harun 
spoke. 

"  'Tis  well  that  our  preparations  to  descend  upon  this 
insolent  dog  of  a  Greek  are  complete.  Hartama  ibn  Ayan 
hath  arrived  from  Tarsus  and  I  have  considered  thy  re 
quest  to  accompany  me,  rather  than  to  remain  inactive  at 
home.  Hartama  shall  govern  here  in  my  absence  and 
thou  shalt  accompany  me.  I  know  thy  devotion,  and 
thou  knowest  that  I  am  happier  when  thou  art  with  me." 

Jaafar  knew  that  the  words  of  the  oracle  had  already 
borne  this  fruit. 


CHAPTER  XIX 

From  out  the  night-sky  falls  a  vibrant  tear, 

A  tender,  sobbing  sound,  as  of  the  sea, 

That  to  the  soul  speaks  of  eternity. 

\Ve  stretch  our  hands  with  longing  and  sweet  fear, 

While  thralling  tones  of  joy  entrance  the  ear, 

And  new,  strange  thoughts  in  wordless  harmony 

Outpour. — A  pearl  in  elves'  dew  pent,  a  star, 

A  mighty  passion's  voice,  a  key  of  gold 

The  gates  of  aspiration  to  unbar — 

All  this  is  music,  and  the  half  untold ! 

"  AH,  Ibrahim  !  Of  course  thou  art  here.  Which  of 
us  twain,  dost  think,  will  merit  the  royal  favour  to-night  ?  " 
Merwan  the  poet  slipped  into  a  seat  beside  Ibrahim  as  he 
spoke. 

"  Doubtless  it  will  be  thou,  my  Merwan,  for  I  am  far  too 
sad  to  sing  joyfully.  But  that  my  absence  would  be  noted, 
I  had  not  appeared  at  all." 

"  Hath  the  usurers  got  thee,  friend,  or  hath  thy  new 
wife  proven  a  shrew  ?  " 

"  Nay,  I  am  still  her  devoted  lover — as  she  well 
knoweth.  There  sitteth  her  fair  father,  the  jurisconsult. 
His  ears  are  longer  than  those  of  the  desert  ass,  so  I  warn 
thee,  beware  what  thou  saycst.  Nay ;  'tis  for  friendship 
I  sorrow,  not  for  love." 

"  A  rare  sorrowing  !  I  know  no  friend  who  would  wear 
so  sad  a  countenance  at  a  feast  for  my  sake.  Who  hath 
deserved  so  much  of  thee  ?  " 

"  Hush  !  I  dare  not  voice  the  name.  Saw'st  thou  the 
Princess  Oleija  to-day  when  she  and  her  new-made  hus 
band  passed  in  gay  pageant  through  the  streets  of  the 
city  on  their  way  to  the  provinces?" 

"  Ay,  I  did.  Nor  did  I  greatly  admire  the  looks  of  the 
bride,  in  spite  of  the  value  of  the  jewelled  safa  braided  into 
her  wondrous  hair  or  the  richness  of  her  robe  and  em 
broidered  veil.  She  drooped  motionless  in  her  saddle  as 
if  she  were  being  led  to  execution." 
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"  If  thou  didst  love,  and  had  been  promised  to  one 
man,  and  were  forced  into  the  arms  of  another,  wouldst 
thou  bear  a  joyful  countenance  ?  " 

"  Thou  meanest — ah,  now  I  do  recall !  But  he  hath 
been  gone  this  two  months  and  who  knoweth  if  he  return 
at  all  ?  " 

"Ay — who  knoweth!"  Ibrahim  spoke  with  bitter 
meaning  and  Merwan  looked  thoughtful  for  a  moment 
and  ceased  speaking. 

The  afternoon  had  been  passed  in  the  public  games  in 
which  the  youth  of  Baghdad  delighted  ;  wrestling,  run 
ning  races  and  throwing  the  jared,  a  staff  about  four  feet 
long.  Camels  had  been  roasted  whole  for  the  poorer 
classes  who  were  now  feasting  and  drinking  nccb  'dh 
throughout  the  city.  If  an  occasional  sinner  fell  from  the 
grace  of  the  Koran  and  imbibed  some  fermentation  not 
allowed,  he  had  no  fears  on  this  occasion  that  in  the  morn 
ing  he  would  be  brought  before  the  durbar.  Sheep  also 
had  been  roasted  entire  for  the  multitude  and  fowls  in 
numerable.  Beef  alone  was  not  upon  the  bill  of  fare, 
being  forbidden  for  food  by  the  Koran  as  being  too 
heating. 

Here  in  the  palace  to-night  were  gathered  the  flower  of 
the  court — all  who  by  their  wealth,  attainments  or  stand 
ing  were  entitled  to  a  seat  at  the  khalif's  board.  The 
walls  were  hung  with  silk  embroidered  with  gold,  carpets 
that  seemed  to  the  feet  like  feathers  covered  the  pave 
ments,  female  slaves  glided  about  the  tables,  filling  the 
goblets  fashioned  of  crystal  or  gold  or  silver  and  set  with 
jewels,  singers  touched  their  lutes  behind  curtains  and 
the  delicate  scent  of  rare  flowers  filled  the  air. 

Upon  the  c-zvan,  or  higher  part  of  the  hall,  sat  Harun 
the  khalif  with  Jaafar  at  his  right  hand.  They  sat  alone 
at  a  small  table  covered  with  a  round  embroidered  cloth 
of  tiffany  upon  which  stood  the  jewelled  dishes  especially 
reserved  for  the  khalif's  use.  The  cushions  upon  which 
they  reclined  were  of  velvet  and  a  napkin  of  the  softest  and 
finest  linen  lay  across  their  knees.  The  most  beautiful 
slaves  in  the  khalif's  dominions  served  them  and  poured 
water  over  their  hands  into  basins  of  gold  from  ewers  of 
crystal. 
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In  the  centre  of  the  room  was  a  platform  ten  cubits 
wide.  Upon  this  stood  many  enormous  dishes  of  baked 
meats,  whole  roast  sheep,  fowls  and  pigeons  by  the  hun 
dred,  smothered  in  dry  sweetmeats,  breads  of  the  finest 
flour  and  enormous  edifices  of  sweetmeats,  some  of  them 
weighing  over  seventeen  hundred-weight.  Rare  flowers 
bloomed  everywhere  and  the  variety  of  the  forms  of  the 
drinking-vessels  added  grace  to  the  richness  of  the  dis 
play.  Small  tables  accommodated  the  guests,  who  sat  or 
reclined  upon  low  seats  around  them.  The  viands  were 
selected  from  the  dishes  by  the  fingers  of  one  hand,  and 
each  table  was  provided  with  a  single  long  napkin  of  fine 
linen. 

At  these  feasts  were  discussed  all  questions  of  interest 
of  the  day,  new  songs  were  sung  and  new  poems  recited, 
the  author  who  touched  the  king's  fancy  being  rewarded 
lavishly  and  often  in  some  fantastic  manner.  To-night 
the  khalif  was  in  a  pleasanter  humour  than  had  been  usual 
with  him  of  late.  He  leaned  many  times  toward  his 
favourite  and  whispered  in  his  ear  marks  of  affection  and 
favour  which  Jaafar  repaid  by  a  renewal  at  his  heart  of  the 
old,  warm  feeling  of  the  devotion  which  would  give  its 
life  for  the  object  of  its  affection. 

Sofyan,  the  jurisconsult,  leaned  toward  his  neighbour, 
a  judge, or  kader.  Why  is  wine  forbidden?"  he  asked. 

"  Because,"  replied  the  kader  in  some  surprise,  "  by 
the  second  Sura  of  the  blessed  Koran,  '  it  is  the  source 
of  more  evil  than  profit."' 

"Then,"  continued  the  wily  Sofyan,  "  if  a  man  take 
not  enough  to  intoxicate,  where  is  the  harm  ?  " 

"  A  song !  "  cried  Harun  at  this  moment.  "  Merwan, 
thou  shalt  sing  us  a  song  composed  on  the  moment !  " 

"  Indeed,  Light  of  the  Nation,"  replied  Merwan,  rising 
instantly  in  his  place,  "  that  were  an  easy  task,  if  thy 
clemency  wilt  forgive  the  imperfect  manner  in  which  the 
verse  shadoweth  forth  the  inspiration ! "  Striking  his 
lyre  in  full,  yet  delicate,  chords,  he  sang : 

"  The  affrighted  sun  erewhile  hath  fled 

And  hid  his  radiant  face  in  night; 
A  cheerless  gloom  the  world  o'erspread, 
But  Harun  came  and  all  was  light  I  " 
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Harun  smiled,  well  pleased  at  the  flattery,  and  taking  a 
chain  from  his  neck,  tossed  it  to  the  feet  of  the  singer. 

"  'Tis  worth  its  weight  in  gold !  "  he  said  pleasantly. 

"  Hold,  Sire !"  cried  Jaafar  with  a  smile.  "Say  not 
so,  perhaps  to  thine  undoing.  "  Rememberest  thou  not 
the  story  of  the  stingy  prince?  " 

"  Relate  it  to  us !  Ay,  let  us  hear  !  A  contrast  to  the 
generosity  of  our  own  Prince !  "  chorused  the  voices. 

"  There  once  lived  a  prince,"  began  Jaafar,  "  who  was 
fond  indeed  of  music  and  poetry,  and  above  all  things 
desired  the  name  of  being  a  generous  patron  of  the  arts. 
But  to  this  virtue  he  added  an  undue  affection  for  wealth. 
His  favourite  manner  of  rewarding  a  singer  was  to  bestow 
upon  him  the  weight  of  his  manuscript  in  gold,  which  in 
a  long  poem  might  amount  to  a  dinar  at  most.  At  last 
a  favourite  poet  who  had  suffered  many  such  disappoint 
ments  at  the  hands  of  the  prince,  sang  to  him  a  poem 
which  for  beauty  had  never  been  surpassed  at  the  court. '" 

"  '  'Tis  a  beautiful  child  of  thy  brain  ! '  cried  the  prince. 
"  Scarce  have  I  heard  one  that  pleaseth  me  more.  Thou 
shalt  be  given  its  weight  in  fine  gold.  Bring  it  to  me 
that  it  may  be  weighed.' " 

"  '  My  slaves  shall  bring  thee  the  manuscript,  noble  and 
generous  Prince,'  replied  the  poet.  '  Scarcely  had  I 
hoped  for  so  generous  a  payment.'  As  he  spoke  a  dozen 
of  his  slaves  entered  staggering  under  the  weight  of  the 
manuscript.  The  poet  had  written  his  song  upon  a  frag 
ment  of  a  marble  column." 

Harun  laughed  heartily  at  the  tale,  and  song,  jest  and 
poems  succeeded  each  other  in  kaleidoscopic  imagery. 
The  feast  was  rich  and  of  viands  rare,  even  for  the  famous 
feasts  of  Harun  the  Khalif.  Crabs  and  oysters,  fish,  baked 
or  fried  in  oil  and  served  in  strange  forms,  kebab,  a  prep 
aration  of  lamb  roasted  on  skewers,  baked  and  seethed 
kid,  storks  and  magpies,  wild  geese  and  clucks,  the  liver 
and  spleen  of  certain  animals,  considered  by  all  Arabians 
as  great  delicacies,  fowls  stuffed  with  raisins  and  pistachio 
nuts,  black  and  white  egg-plant  stuffed  with  rice  and 
minced  meat,  cucumbers  or  small  gourds — all  these  and 
many  more  dishes  abounded  and  received  justice  from 
the  epicures  at  the  board.  We  are  told  that  on  one  occa- 
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sion  two  officers  of  the  khalif's  guard  ate  each  a  whole 
baked  sheep  and  ten  fowls,  besides  ten  pounds  of  sweet 
meats.  One  of  these  two  boasted  of  having  regained  his 
liberty  when  once  a  prisoner,  by  eating  a  calf  of  several 
hundred-weight  upon  a  wager  with  his  captor. 

The  cries  of  "  Praises  to  Allah  !  "  and  "  In  the  name 
of  the  Most  Merciful !  "  showed  where  the  cups  were 
raised  and  emptied  with  the  greatest  frequency.  A  young 
and  unknown  poet  was  then  called  upon  for  a  song,  and 
instead  of  giving  one  of  his  own,  with  clever  diplomacy 
he  rose  and  sang  one  of  Harun's  own  composition,  a  song 
which  he  had  written  for  the  Queen  Zobeide. 

I  am  the  earth  and  thou  art  the  rose, 

Upon  my  bosom  I  bear  thee  ; 
I  am  the  king  and  thou  art  my  crown, 
Upon  my  forehead  I  wear  thee  ! 

I  am  the  heart  and  thou  art  the  tide 

That  throbs  through  the  citadel's  portal; 
I  am  the  body  that  moulders  to  dust — 
Thou  art  the  spirit  immortal  I 

Yet  through  all  changes  the  ages  may  ring 

Our  faithful  love-vows  are  plighted, 
And  whether  the  rose  or  the  crown  be  thy  form, 
Thou  and  I  are  forever  united  I 

"  Did  I  tell  thee  the  adventure  that  song  once  led  me 
into?"  Harun  asked  of  Jaafar.  "I  was  disguised  as 
a  pilgrim  and  in  wandering  I  came  to  a  tent  wherein 
I  heard  the  sound  of  a  lute  and  a  voice  singing  to  it.  I 
entered  to  rest  and  refresh  myself,  and  taking  the  lute  I 
played  and  sang  the  song  we  have  just  heard.  When  I  had 
finished,  however — and  Jaafar,  thou  knowcst  I  pride  myself 
upon  being  a  fair  singer,  especially  of  mine  own  songs — 

"And  justly!"  interrupted  Jaafar  warmly.  "  Who 
among  us  hath  that  powerful,  yet  most  melodious,  voice  ?  " 

"  When  I  had  finished  the  camel-herd  took  from  me  the 
lute.  'Thou  shalt  not  so  distress  the  sweet  song  of  our 
gracious  Prince!'  he  exclaimed  indignantly.  'This  is 
the  way  in  which  thou  shouldst  sing  the  song.  I  rejoice 
that  Harun  could  not  be  tortured  with  the  sound  of  thine 
effort  ! '  Whereupon  he  touched  the  lute  and  sang  the 
song  in  such  wise  that  at  its  close  I  wept  for  very  joy  to 
hear  the  notes  and  have  never  sung  the  song  since.  Later 
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I  sent  the  man  a  lute  filled  with  dinars  and  the  inscrip 
tion,  '  To  the  man  who  can  sing  the  King's  song — from 
Harun  the  King.' " 

There  were  many  poems  which  were  mere  repetitions 
of  one-theme ;  such  as,  "  He  goeth  from  one  quarter  of 
the  earth  to  the  other,  like  the  sun,"  or,  "  Words  flow 
from  thy  mouth  like  arrows  from  the  bow,  but  milder 
than  the  breezes  and  sweeter  than  honey." 

In  common  with  all  despots,  it  pleased  Harun  to  im 
agine  that  the  offering  of  adulation  and  flattery  which 
had  become  necessary  to  his  existence  was  a  spontane 
ous  result  of  ardent  admiration.  Therefore  while  the 
natural  delicacy  and  intelligence  of  his  taste  preferred 
subtler  forms,  his  greedy  appetite  for  praise  did  not  dis 
dain  the  most  gross  and  open  attempt  to  curry  favour. 

Ibrahim  had  feasted  sparingly  and  his  voice  had  not 
been  raised  in  song  as  was  his  custom.  Harun,  missing 
his  favourite  poet's  voice,  now  called  personally  fora  song 
from  him. 

"  I  fear  thy  goodness,  oh  Favoured  of  the  Prophet,  will 
meet  with  but  a  sorry  return  if  I  sing  to  thee  to-night," 
he  began.  "  I  have  this  day  lost  a  pet  parrot  and  my 
heart  is  sad."  Harun  smiled. 

"  Thou  shalt  sing  us  a  dirge,  Ibrahim,  if  thou  art  so  in 
clined,  so  only  that  we  may  hear  thy  unsurpassed  voice 
in  song." 

"  Then  I  will  indeed  sing  thee  a  lament,  since  I  have 
thy  gracious  permission."  Thus  cleverly  did  Ibrahim  turn 
his  real  emotion,  which  he  knew  would  not  escape  the 
keen  eye  of  the  khalif,  into  a  jest ;  so  that  now  the  sadder 
he  became,  the  more  would  his  hearers  enjoy  the  flavour 
of  his  jest.  The  music  was  a  plaintive  minor  melody 
which  touched  the  heart,  while  it  inspired  the  imagina 
tion.  It  was  full  of  delicate  cadences  and  tender  chords, 
and  as  he  played  the  prelude  the  company  gradually  sank 
into  silence  to  listen. 

Like  deep-wintered  tree  without  hope  of  the  spring 

All  leafless  and  frozen  was  I, 
When  Night's  dusky  hand  folded  down  thy  white  wing 

And  gave  thee,  oh  dear  dove,  to  me ; 
And  in  magical  breath  of  that  kiss  from  the  sky 
I  budded  and  blossomed  for  thee. 
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Among  my  glad  branches  I  built  thee  a  nest, 

And  crooned  thee  each  even  to  sleep ; 
With  touch  of  soft  shadows  thy  head  I  caressed, 

And  life  trembled  new  in  my  veins. 
Alas,  that  this  treasure  no  more  can  I  keep, 
And  summer  and  happiness  wanes  1 

Farewell,  cold  white  dove,  flying  south  from  the  frost, 

Unheeding  my  pleading  and  prayer  I 
Awide  on  the  tempest  my  moaning  is  lost, 

Each  yellowed  leaf  falls  like  a  tear; 
The  snow  on  my  branches  grows  heavy  to  bear, 
The  angel  of  winter  is  here  ! 

Forsaken  the  nest  without  one  parting  word, 

No  Spring  holds  the  future  for  me — 
Thou  knowest  the  story,  oh  white-winged  bird, 

The  song  of  the  nest  that  I  bore; 
The  nest  is  Remembrance,  Forever,  the  tree, 
The  name  of  the  dove — Nevermore  ! 

Harun  was  deeply  touched  by  the  sweetness  of  the 
song.  Taking  a  priceless  ruby  from  his  finger,  he  called  a 
page  and  sent  it  to  reward  the  poet,  who,  upon  receiving 
it,  held  it  in  his  fingers  for  a  moment  as  if  disconcerted 
and  uncertain  how  to  act.  He  flushed  and  seemed  about 
to  speak,  but  an  imperative  glance  from  Jaafar,  which  the 
all-seeing  eyes  of  the  khalif  intercepted  in  its  passage, 
silenced  the  words  on  Ibrahim's  lips. 

"  Come  !  "  Harun  cried  gaily,  throwing  off  his  aroused 
suspicion  for  a  moment  ;  "  I  too  will  join  the  singers  and 
will  give  thee  a  song  I  dreamed  once  in  India. 

Like  woman's  rosy  breath 

The  breezes  kiss  the  cheek, 
The  soul  in  sense  is  rocked, 

Undreamed-of  longings  speak  ; 
With  swooning  sweet  of  flowery  death 

The  heavy  jungles  reek. 

The  scarlet  serpents  creep 

Among  the  gold-fern's  leaves  ; 
With  drowsy  breath  of  dreams 

The  breast  of  Nature  heaves; 
The  twilight  web  of  magic  sleep 

The  loom  of  languor  weaves. 

The  living  flames  of  light 

Crowd  'round  the  dying  sun; 
Within  earth's  temple  wide 

Muezzin  is  begun  ; 
The  purple  skies  of  God's  still  night 

Arch  all  when  light  is  done ! 
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Harun  turned  to  Jaafar  when  the  lingering  applause 
had  died  away.  The  feast  was  near  its  close,  for  even  the 
two  gallant  officers  wearied  of  their  attack  upon  the  for 
tifications  of  the  table.  The  plates  were  now  heaped  with 
fruit  of  all  kinds,  for  fruit  grew  abundantly  in  Arabia; 
apricots,  peaches  and  pears,  mangoes,  figs  and  bananas, 
plums,  apples,  limes  and  even  melons  were  among  the 
luxuries  offered  the  guests  of  the  feast.  Jasmine-stemmed 
chibouques  had  begun  to  appear  among  those  who 
smoked,  and  the  night  was  waning  to  early  dawn. 

"  Thou  shalt  sing  us  the  last  song,  Jaafar  !  "  said  Harun. 
"  Surely  thou  hast  not  forgotten  the  old  trick  of  compos 
ing  as  thou  singest,  which  used  so  to  delight  mine  ears  ? 
Come  !  To-morrow  we  go  to  war,  where  our  music  will 
be  the  clash  of  arms  and  our  songs  will  be  war-cries.  To 
night  thou  shalt  give  us  one  song  to  remember  in  the 
thick  of  battle  !  " 

Jaafar  reached  out  his  hand  for  a  lute.  An  impassioned 
glow  sprang  into  his  face. 

"  If  the  notes  came  from  the  heart,  rather  than  the 
throat,  Sire,  my  song  would  be  the  most  perfect  that  ever 
fell  upon  thy  royal  ear,  for  it  would  be  the  most  honest 
and  the  most  grateful.  I  am  an  indifferent  singer,  but 
what  I  may  do,  I  will  !  " 

He  struck  a  few  low  chords  upon  the  instrument  and 
then  began  a  legato,  continuous  accompaniment,  to  which 
he  recited,  not  sang,  his  words.  His  voice  was  full  and 
resonant  and  the  chant  carried  easily  to  the  farthest  corner 
of  the  hall  and  imposed  silence  upon  the  most  talkative 
and  indifferent. 

He  hath  me  holden  in  his  heart,  my  friend ! 

That  inner  garden  where  white  roses  grow 

All  passionless  above  the  cool,  clear  flow 

Of  fragrant  waters,  falling  without  end 

From  some  far  source  whence  mysteries  descend 

To  seek  that  distant  shore  we  may  not  know. 

That  garden  where  the  sunlight's  vibrant  glow 

With  radiant  airs  in  raptured  music  blend 

Of  harmony  so  heavenly  fine  and  pure, 

So  deeply  distant  from  the  gross  demand 

Of  senseiy  tones  that  thrall  our  dullard  ear, 

And  make  the  voice  of  heaven  itself  obscure. 

The  soul  alone  doth  dimly  understand 

And  hush  its  world-old  sorrow's  plaint  to  hear. 
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The  sanctuary  this  !     Beyond  the  veil 
That  guards  its  threshold,  crimsoned  clouds  arise 
And  gracious  incense  and  sweet  sacrifice 
Before  the  blind  and  rose-winged  god  exhale, 
And  passioned  cry  and  perfumed  prayer  prevail. 
Without  the  veil  to  my  indifferent  eyes 
The  realm  of  love  in  ruddy  brilliance  lies; 
Here  glows  in  tranquil  radiance,  pure  and  pale, 
The  glory  of  the  shrine  of  Friendship's  power 
That  guards  this  holy  Place  of  Spotless  Dreams. 
The  sun  is  fire  of  incense,  and  each  hour 
Within  this  place  a  separate  altar  seems ; 
The  wines  of  perfume  from  the  chaliced  flower 
Drench  all  the  air  with  sacrificial  streams. 

This  is  the  inwalled  spot  that  lies  between 
The  desert  of  that  unemotioned  space 
Where  passion  yields  no  light  and  love  no  grace, 
That  barren  way  that  ne'er  has  been  made  green 
By  tears  of  lonely  longing — and  that  scene 
Where  fevered  joy  and  pain's  despair  embrace ; 
Where  smiling  Error  masques  in  Virtue's  face, 
And  Love  rules,  with  Unreason  for  his  queen. 
There    love  doth  rule  and  with  deceit  maintain 
His  sceptre,  tricked  with  many  a  spurious  art ; 
But  in  my  garden  doth  Calm  Friendship  reign 
And,  crowned  with  Truth,  shall  nevermore  depart! 
Ah,  throne-room  of  a  sovereign  domain  I 
My  friend  doth  hold  me  in  his  royal  heart ! 

The  silence  was  unbroken  for  a  few  moments  after 
Jaafar's  voice  ceased  and  the  lute  was  stilled  in  deep, 
sweet  chords.  He  had  put  his  heart  into  his  words  and 
now  he  could  scarcely  force  himself  to  raise  his  eyes  to 
Harun's  face,  for  fear  of  seeing  there  a  cold  rebuff. 

"  Jaafar  !  " 

He  looked  up  hastily  at  the  intonation  of  the  voice. 
Harun  stood  before  him,  his  eyes  suffused  with  tears  and 
his  arms  extended.  With  a  cry  of  love  Jaafar  threw  him 
self  into  them  and  the  happiest  moment  of  his  life — save 
only  one — was  given  to  him  now  at  the  eleventh  hour. 
All  clouds  of  doubt  and  mists  of  suspicion  were  for  the 
moment  brushed  away  and  the  sun  of  happy  reconcilia 
tion  shone  warmly  upon  them.  Harun  turned  to  his 
chamberlain. 

"  Bid  my  Lord  Treasurer  take  four  hundred  thousand 
dinars  from  my  treasury,"  he  commanded  in  a  voice  which 
rang  through  the  hall,  "  and  with  them  pay  for  the  fash 
ioning  of  a  dress  of  honor  for  my  Lord  Jaafar  the  Bar- 
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mek !  "  And  so  stands  the  written  record  of  that  mo 
ment  even  to  this  day. 

A  little  later  Harun  stood,  by  accident,  behind  a  pillar 
when  the  poet  Ibrahim  approached  Jaafar  near  him  and 
said, 

"  Forgive  me,  Jaafar  !  I  meant  not  that  the  joke  should 
turn  as  it  did.  A  few  days  ago,  waiting  in  thy  palace  at 
thy  father's  pleasure,  I  heard  thee  sing  the  words  to  thy 
lute  and  they  remained  in  my  memory,  so  marked  were 
they  with  beauty  and  a  sadness  which  I  could  not  divine. 
To-night  I  was  tempted  to  sing  them,  thinking  indeed 
that  it  would  pleasure  thee.  The  ring — 'tis  thine,  not 
mine,  and  so  would  I  have  explained  to  Harun  had  not 
thy  stern  glance  forbade  me." 

"  Scarcely  can  I  blame  thee,  Ibrahim,"  returned  Jaafar's 
grave  voice.  "  The  ring  is  thine.  I  have  rings  and  to 
spare.  The  ditty  was  but  one  wherewith  I  beguiled  a 
tedious  hour  and  merited  not  that  thou  shouldst  parade 
it  for  the  sneers  of  thy  fellow-poets.  But  'tis  done,  and 
now  thou  canst  only  please  me  by  letting  the  secret  of  its 
birth  remain  hidden  in  thine  own  breast." 

But  through  the  khalif's  heart  that  night  and  for  many 
nights  to  come,  echoed  the  words  of  the  song : 

The  nest  is  Remembrance,  Forever,  the  tree, 
The  name  of  the  dove — Nevermore  ! 


CHAPTER  XX 

With  thine  my  soul  hath  ceased  its  strife, 
Thy  part  is  filled  ;  thy  work  is  done  ; 

Thy  falsehood  buried  in  my  life 

And  known  to  none. — OWEN  MEREDITH.     * 

IT  was  evening  of  the  last  day  that  Harun  and  his 
forces  would  spend  in  Baghdad.  The  troops  were  al 
ready  encamped  for  the  night  about  the  city,and  dawn 
would  witness  the  great  pageant  of  the  khalif's  army 
starting  upon  its  expedition  to  reduce  again  to  submission 
the  stubborn  Greek,  and  to  write  upon  the  Phrygian 
plains  the  reply  to  his  insolent  message  in  blood. 

The  day  had  been  busily  spent  in  camp  and  in  council, 
and  now  Harun  and  Jaafar  were  engaged  in  a  game  of 
chess  in  the  harem,  while  Zobeide  the  Queen  reclined 
beside  Harun  upon  a  pile  of  cushions  covered  with  a 
leopard's  skin.  Ostensibly,  she  watched  the  game  and 
occasionally  applauded  some  move  of  herlord's  ;  in  reality, 
she  kept  her  wistful  eyes  fixed  upon  Jaafar's  face  as  if 
striving  so  to  fix  in  her  memory  every  smallest  detail  of 
the  features  which  she  could  not  see  again  for  many 
months.  For  this  purpose  she  had  seated  herself  a  little 
behind  Harun,  that  she  might  be  out  of  the  direct  line 
of  his  observation,  thus  making  it  impossible  for  him  to 
surprise  her  glance. 

Jaafar  had  met  this  sad  and  yearning  gaze  once  as  he 
looked  up  from  the  board.  His  mouth  had  trembled  for 
a  moment  under  his  beard  before  he  pressed  it  so  firmly 
together  that  no  expression  of  emotion  could  escape  it. 
After  that  he  did  not  again  raise  his  face,  but  kept  his 
eyes  fixed  upon  his  chess-men.  Such  deadly  anguish  ate 
and  burned  within  his  heart  that  at  times  he  lost  the  con 
sciousness  of  Harun's  dark  face  bent  over  the  board,  or 
raised  to  admonish  him  of  his  turn  in  playing.  The 
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odours  of  the  burning  cinnamon  made  him  feel  faint  and 
the  lights  of  the  ambergris  tapers  danced  uncertainly 
before  his  aching  eyes,  while  the  words  of  the  chanting 
slave  pounded  upon  his  brain  like  blows  from  a  hammer. 

"  God  will  introduce  those  who  shall  believe  and  act 
righteously,  into  gardens  through  which  rivers  flow ; 
they  shall  be  adorned  therein  with  bracelets  of  gold  and 
pearls,  and  their  vestures  therein  shall  be  silk." 

The  words,  assisted  by  the  heavy  scent  of  the  roses 
which  now  as  always  filled  the  air  of  the  harem,  sent  his 
fancy  to  wander  in  dreamy  gardens  beside  the  flow  of 
rippling  waters,  whose  cool  sound  eased  that  hard  pain 
between  his  eyes.  He  dreamed  that  by  his  side,  her 
hand  lying  trustfully  in  his,  walked —  He  roused  himself 
with  a  start  and  left  the  dream  unfinished  in  his  thoughts. 
Harun  was  looking  at  him  wonderingly. 

"  Art  thou  dreaming,  Jaafar,  that  thou  dost  so  easily 
sacrifice  thy  chieftain  ?  Thy  knight's  honour  should  be 
more  dear  to  thee  than  that  !  "  Jaafar  looked  at  the 
ivory  toy,  an  Arab  chieftain,  bending  down  from  his 
fiery  mare  in  full  gallop,  to  strike  some  imaginary  enemy 
with  his  drawn  blade. 

"  'Tis  to  sacrifice  mine  honour  or  my  queen,"  he  said 
ruefully,  pointing  to  the  complications  on  the  board. 
The  words,  when  he  had  spoken  them,  rang  meaningly 
in  his  own  ears,  but  Harun  only  laughed,  pleased  with 
his  approaching  victory.  For  an  instant  Jaafar  met  the 
queen's  eyes.  What  was  that  strange,  sudden  flash  in 
their  depths  that  moved  him  with  a  shock,  as  if  he  had 
put  a  thought  into  words. 

"  Thou  canst  not  hope  to  win  to-night,  my  Jaafar !  " 
continued  the  khalif.  "  Thou  knowest  that  every  piece 
is  dedicated  to  a  star.  To-night  my  star  is  in  the  ascend 
ant ;  the  king  will  win."  He  pointed  to  a  skilfully 
carved  figure,  easily  recognisable  as  Harun  himself  in 
his  kingly  robes.  Jaafar  smiled. 

"  I  am  well  content  to  be  second  to  thee,"  he  said 
gravely.  This  time  he  met  the  queen's  glance  firmly. 

The  game  continued  with  undiminished  ardour  on  the 
part  of  the  khalif.  The  night  was  growing  old.  Slaves 
replaced  the  tapers  which  had  burned  themselves  out ; 
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the  air  was  stagnant  with  dead  sweetness,  and  the  voice 
of  the  chanting  slave  sounded  strained  and  weary.  Zo- 
beide  'rose  abruptly. 

"  The  heat  of  the  room  maketh  my  head  heavy,  my 
lord,"  she  said  with  a  smile  to  Harun.  "  With  thy  per 
mission  I  will  retire."  Harun  looked  up  from  his  game 
with  concern. 

"  I  pray  thy  pardon,  love,  to  have  kept  thee  here  so 
selfishly,  though  it  ever  giveth  me  rare  joy  to  feel  thee 
near  me." 

"  Nay  ;  I  was  glad  to  be  here  !  "  she  said  softly.  Harun 
kissed  her  slender  fingers  passionately. 

"  Go  then,  if  thou  wilt,  Blood  of  my  Heart  !  "  he  mur 
mured.  "  Never  wert  thou  more  dear. — My  sister, 
Abassa,"  he  added  as  she  crossed  the  room  —  "I  trust 
she  will  be  recovered  from  her  indisposition  by  the 
morning,  that  she  may  see  us  depart?" 

"  Geber  hath  seen  her  this  evening  ere  she  retired  for  the 
night  and  promiseth  her  a  speedy  mending.  Her  own 
eunuch  guards  the  door  of  her  apartments,  that  she  may. 
lie  undisturbed,  but  she  bade  me  tell  thee,  my  Lord 
Jaafar,  I  remember  now,  that  she  would  not  be  too  indis 
posed  to  see  thee  ere  thou  shouldst  depart,  and  she 
wisheth  thee  the  blessing  of  Allah  on  thy  journey." 

The  voice  of  the  slave  followed  her  from  the  room. 

"  Therefore,  fear  God  and  know  that  with  Him  thou 
shalt  be  gathered  !  " 

Left  alone,  the  players  devoted  their  energies  to  the 
game,  but  the  end  was  not  long  in  coming. 

"  I  have  thy  queen,  Jaafar!  "  exulted  Harun,  removing 
the  piece  from  the  board. 

"  Ay,  thou  hast  my  queen !  "  Jafaar  felt  startled  and 
uneasy.  To  him  every  word  seemed  to  bear  a  fateful 
significance  apart  from  the  game. 

"  Checkmate — the  game  is  ended  !  " 

At  this  moment  the  chamberlain  approached,  having 
evidently  been  awaiting  the  end  of  the  game. 

"  Forgive  thy  slave  that  he  should  intrude  upon  thy 
few  remaining  hours  of  leisure,  gracious  Prince,"  he  said, 
"  but  the  captain  of  the  hosts  hath  been  waiting  these 
many  hours  to  have  speech  with  thee.  I  have  admonished 


GEBER  289 

him  in  vain  that  I  could  not  disturb  thee  again  to-night, 
but  he  answered  me  that  Harun  the  Just  was  before  all 
else  a  soldier,  and  that  a  necessity  of  thy  army  would 
come,  in  thy  mind,  he  dare  swear,  before  hours  of  ease 
and  pleasure.  He  laid  the  responsibility  upon  mine  own 
head,  if  I  did  not  at  least  inform  thee  of  his  waiting  to 
consult  thee." 

A  cloud  descended  upon  Harun's  brow  and  for  the 
moment  he  appeared  irresolute. 

"  I  pray  thee,  Harun,  let  me  go  in  thy  stead  !  "  cried 
Jaafar,  coming  forward  eagerly.  Harun  turned  slowly 
to  the  chamberlain. 

"  Hadst  thou  any  hint  of  the  nature  of  his  errand, 
Babek  ?  " 

"None,  revered  Highness,  but  by  clever  questioning  I 
made  out  that  it  doth  in  some  manner  concern  the  Berbers 
upon  the  line  of  thy  march.  He  said  further  that  the  mes 
senger  who  brought  to  thee  the  terms  which  their  sheik 
proposed  had  been  commanded  to  return  this  night  and 
that  he,  the  captain,  had  no  authority  wherewith  to 
answer  him."  Harun  sighed  impatiently. 

"  Well,  it  is  better  that  I  should  go  and  see  for  myself 
—though  the  messenger  will  get  but  short  truce  from 
me  if  he  hath  broken  in  upon  me  to  no  purpose.  Do 
thou,  Jaafar,  go  to  thy  palace  and  woo  sleep  in  the  few 
hours  remaining  to  us  ere  we  start." 

After  they  had  parted  at  an  intersection  of  the  cor 
ridors  and  Harun's  steps  had  ceased  to  sound  in  his  ears, 
Jaafar  gave  a  sigh  of  infinite  relief.  He  leaned  against 
the  wall  for  an  instant  and  closed  his  eyes  in  mental  ex 
haustion.  He  had  played  his  part  with  unflinching  cour 
age  through  the  past  hours,  but  now  for  the  few  that 
were  to  follow,  he  might  cease  his  struggles,  relax  his 
strained  nerves  and  rest — if  rest  there  lay — in  an  aban 
donment  of  sorrow.  His  hidden  agony  might  carve  its 
own  lines  upon  the  yielding  of  his  face,  with  no  eye  near 
to  note  or  question.  His  groans  could  fall  unheard  upon 
the  hollow  air,  or  the  scalding  tears  of  renunciation 
might  burn  their  channels  down  his  sunken  cheeks  un 
seen.  He  longed  for  the  solitude  of  his  own  apartment's, 
and  rousing  himself  he  walked  on.  Suddenly,  without 
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sound  of  warning,  a  hand  was  laid  on  his  arm.  He  could 
not  identify  the  figure  in  the  dim  light  of  the  passage, 
for  it  was  concealed  under  a  great  mantle,  a  fold  of  which 
was  thrown  over  the  head  and  muffled  the  face.  As 
he  started,  it  beckoned  imperiously  and  fled  silently 
along  the  corridor,  stopping  to  make  sure  that  he  fol 
lowed.  He  did  so  without  any  effort  to  escape.  Through 
his  thoughts  floated  vaguely  the  suggestion  that  the 
Princess  Abassa  had  sent  for  him,  but  so  thoroughly 
were  all  his  nervous  forces  relaxed  and  useless  at  the 
moment,  that  he  walked  on  mechanically  as  if  in  a  dream 
and  without  a  thought  of  refusing  the  interview,  though 
he  knew  that  each  moment  would  be  full  of  keenest 
danger.  He  had  indeed  reached  the  boundary  of  human 
endurance  of  suffering,  and  no  other  or  further  earthly 
pain  or  danger,  he  thought  to  himself,  held  any  terrors 
for  him.  He  followed  on  and  on,  taking  no  note  of  the 
part  of  the  palace  that  he  was  in,  until  suddenly  his  guide 
disappeared  in  a  doorway  at  the  end  of  a  blind  alley  which 
they  had  been  following.  He  too  entered  the  door,  but 
found  himself  alone  and  in  darkness.  After  a  moment 
his  eyes  detected  a  faint  glimmer  of  light  beyond.  He 
moved  toward  it  and  turned  a  corner.  Another  passage, 
another  vacant  room  he  traversed,  while  the  light  grew 
gradually  brighter,  and  at  last  in  the  third,  he  entered 
what  seemed  to  his  darkened  eyes  a  blinding  blaze  of 
light. 

He  covered  his  eyes  with  his  hand  for  a  moment,  but 
in  the  silence  he  heard  a  sudden  movement,  and  as  he 
uncovered  his  face  he  felt  soft,  burning  kisses  pressed 
upon  his  fingers  with  a  passionate  rapidity.  He  tried  to 
draw  away  his  hand,  but  another  hand  held  his  like 
slender  bonds  of  steel  and,  looking  down,  his  dazed  eyes 
fell  upon  the  bowed  head,  not  of  his  wife  Abassa,  but  of 
the  Queen  Zobeide. 

He  uttered  a  low  exclamation,  a  cord  of  surprise,  fear, 
love  and  despair,  and  started  back  ;  but  she  clung  to 
him  desperately  and  crept  after  him  upon  her  knees  across 
the  marble  floor. 

"  Nay,  my  love,  my  love  !  "  she  moaned.  "  I  have 
risked  all  for  this.  I  have  broken  my  vow  to  thee  and 
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to  myself.  Wilt  thou  turn  from  me  now,  when  I  humble 
myself  before  thee  upon  my  knees?  If  so  then  hell  hath 
come  to  earth  and  Paradise  hath  no  existence !  " 

"Hush  thee,  hush  thee,  sweet  !"  cried  Jaafar  softly, 
moved  out  of  himself  to  infinite  pity  at  the  bitterness  of 
her  tone.  He  forgot  his  own  sufferings  in  a  sudden  com 
prehension  of  hers,  as  he  raised  her  to  her  feet  and  saw 
what  inroads  grief  and  passion  had  made  upon  her  rounded 
beauty. 

"  I  have  not  turned — my  heart  could  not  turn,  Light 
of  my  Soul.  I  did  not  dream  it  to  be  thee  and  I  was 
startled  at  the  discovery." 

"  Didst  thou  think  it  was  Abassa,  and  didst  thou  fol 
low  so  trustingly  and  blindly,  not  me,  but  her?"  There 
was  sudden,  jealous  rage  in  her  voice,  a  suspicion  and  a 
memory. 

"Jaafar,  hast  thou  indeed  deceived  me?     Is  it  true — 
Jaafar  interrupted  the  torrent  of  her  anger  with  quiet 
dignity. 

"  The  Princess  Abassa  is  naught  tome,  as  I  have  sworn 
to  thee.  When  I  followed  thee,  I  thought  of  nothing, 
for  I  was  stupid  and  blind  in  suffering  with  love  for  thee. 
If  she  rested  for  a  moment  in  my  mind,  'twas  because  I 
wearied  at  the  thought  of  meeting  her  when  my  heart 
was  full  of  thee." 

"  Forgive  me,  love.  I  scarce  know  what  I  say  in  the 
wild  pain  of  this  undying  anguish.  In  woman's  love,  the 
jealous  and  the  generous  are  so  commingled  that  she  doth 
read  deceit  upon  the  very  face  of  Truth — yet  forgiveth 
great  wrongs  at  the  first  breath  of  repentance.  Ah,  Jaafar  ! 
What  man  hath  bounded  all  the  shores  of  woman's  love  ! 
What  lover  doth  truthfully  compute  the  value  of  the 
gem  he  weareth  in  his  heart !  Anything  upon  the  earth 
will  he  sacrifice  to  gain  his  love  ;  but  once  gained  beyond 
his  doubting — strange  paradox! — he  will  also  sacrifice 
that  love  to  anything  upon  the  earth.  How  shall  I  be 
assured  that  soon  thou  wilt  not  love  Abassa,  while  I 
perforce  stand  by  in  silence  and  eat  my  heart  out  in 
agony  at  the  sight? — Nay,  that  will  I  not  !  First  would 
I  slay  the  woman,  and  then  having  won  thee  back  to  my 
feet  by  all  the  arts  which  are  a  woman's  only  weapons,  I 
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would  plunge  my  dagger  in  thy  throat,  even  as  I  stooped 
to  kiss  thee  as  thou  knelt !  " 

Her  great  eyes  flamed  and  glowed,  her  face  changed 
with  her  words,  now  pathetic,  now  infinitely  tender,  now 
flashing  defiance.  A  resistless  desire  swept  over  Jaafar 
to  take  her  in  his  arms,  press  his  hot  lips  to  hers  and 
forget  in  that  tranced  ecstasy  all  thoughts  of  Harun, 
of  honour,  of  the  world.  And  then  in  this  moment  of 
his  greatest  weakness,  she  spoke  again.  The  sweet 
tones  of  her  voice  laved  his  senses  in  a  delicious  torpor, 
the  insidious  poison  of  her  words  pierced  his  unarmoured 
soul  with  the  deadly,  numbing  sting  of  the  coral  serpent. 

"  Jaafar,  lovest  thou  me  ?  But  this  once  again  repeat 
it,  that  the  memory  may  comfort  me  when  thou  art  far 
from  me." 

"  Do  I  love  thee  !  Well  thou  knowest  !  "  he  groaned. 
She  came  close  to  him  and  fixed  her  eyes  on  his. 

"Then  why  leave  me  here? — Yea,  I  have  said  it!" 
He  looked  dumbly  at  her.  "Why  leave  me  here  at  the 
mercy  of  the  man  whose  lips  upon  my  fingers  chill  the 
blood  in  my  heart  with  loathing  !  The  world  is  wide, 
love !  Take  me  and  let  us  flee  away  beyond  the  desert 
and  the  seas  to  some  land  where  Harun's  name  hath 
never  echoed  through  the  free  air.  There  will  we  live  in 
some  sweet,  hidden  nook,  my  Jaafar,  and  I  will  be  thy 
slave  and  serve  thee  as  never  slave  served  master  before. 
A  new  life  it  will  be,  as  if  we  had  been  born  again,  and 
we  will  forget  all  the  life  that  hath  gone  before,  as  the 
souls  forget  that  pass  through  Capricorn.  When'thou 
art  sick,  I  will  watch  over  thee  and  heal  thee  ! — when 
thou  art  merry,  or  sad — whatever  thy  mood — mine 
shall  supplement  and  adorn  it.  I  know  thy  heart  hath 
no  more  need  for  all  this  lavish  luxury  to  make  thy  hap 
piness,  than  hath  mine.  Here  are  my  jewels,  here  at  my 
hand,  and  without  wait  horses  for  many  a  long  mile 
into  the  night.  Come,  let  us  make  haste  and  away  to 
this  new  life  of  joy  and  love  where  I  shall  be  thine  for 
ever  and  naught  but  death  shall  part  us  from  each 
other  !  "  She  stretched  out  her  arms  to  him. 

"Take  me!"  she  murmured.  "I  am  thine!  I  am 
thine  !  " 
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The  temptation  was  almost  beyond  his  strength  to 
resist.  He  made  an  involuntary  step  toward  her,  to  clasp 
her  in  his  arms  ;  he  loosed  the  fetters  with  which  he  had 
hitherto  bound  his  eyes  from  sight,  and  let  them  devour 
unchecked  her  radiant  beauty.  He  tried  to  speak,  to  cry 
yes  to  her  words,  to  bid  her  cast  aside  her  life  like  a 
forgotten  garment  and  fly  with  him  to  that  sweet  distant 
spot  of  which  she  dreamed.  Then  through  the  mad 
whirling  in  his  brain,  over  the  undammed  torrent  of  his 
passion,  above  the  tempter's  voice  within  his  soul,  came 
the  memory  of  his  own  words  spoken  an  hour  before  at 
his  game  ;  came  so  clearly  that  he  started,  thinking  a 
human  voice  had  spoken  them  in  his  ear. 

"  To  sacrifice  mine  honour — or  my  queen  !  " 

This  would  be  to  sacrifice  both.  The  memory  turned 
the  wavering  scale  and  honour  began  slowly  to  weigh 
down  the  sweet  temptation.  With  an  effort  which 
turned  his  face  an  ashen-grey  and  brought  out  the  chill 
damp  of  death  upon  his  forehead,  he  turned  away  from 
those  enticing,  entreating  arms. 

"I  cannot!"  he  said.  "I  cannot  do  thee  and  mine 
own  honour  this  great  wrong!  My  love  for  thee  will  know 
no  death,  but  it  must  live  on  hidden  in  my  heart.  For 
give  me  if  I  anger  thee!"  She  was  turning  from  him 
with  a  cold  rage  mounting  in  her  eyes.  ''Yet  hate  me 
if  thou  must.  It  shall  not  change  the  love  I  bear  thee 
now,  and  must  through  all  eternity — but  I  have  been 
Harun's  friend.  In  that  is  all  said.  Wilt  thou  not  speak, 
not  forgive  and  comfort  me,  before  I  go  out  into  the 
darkness  of  life  without  thee  ?  Then  farewell  !  Forget 
all,  save  that  I  love  thee  too  well  to  sacrifice  thee.  I  am 
spent — I  can  say  no  more  !  " 

He  passed  out  abruptly  and  hastened  along  the  cor 
ridors  with  such  speed  that  he  was  beyond  reach  of  the 
queen's  voice  as  she  started  from  her  frozen  despair  at 
the  sound  of  his  retreating  footsteps. 

"  Jaafar  !  Jaafar  !  "  she  cried,  and  listened  with  strain 
ing  ears  to  the  silence  which  did  not  even  return  to 
her  an  echo  of  her  own  cry.  Then  she  flung  herself 
down  upon  the  pavement  with  arms  outstretched  above 
her  queenly  head.  "  Oh,  Allah  !  "  she  moaned.  "  Have 
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pity,  and  grant  me  death ! "  Not  death,  but  its 
merciful  brother,  answered  her  call,  and  the  last  taper 
was  flickering  into  darkness  before  the  inanimate  heap 
upon  the  floor  stirred  with  returning  life  and  the  queen 
crept  back  through  secret  passages  to  her  bed. 

Jaafar  could  not  tell  how  long  he  wandered  through 
interminable  corridors  and  empty  rooms,  before  he  found 
himself  in  a  part  of  the  palace  which  he  recognised  and 
from  which  he  could  make  his  exit  without  exciting 
suspicion.  He  passed  only  a  sleepy  guard,  who  saluted 
and  then  forgot  him,  for  he  was  accustomed  to  seeing 
the  favourite  at  any  hour  and  in  any  place.  The  cool 
night  air  revived  his  failing  senses  and  he  turned  hastily 
toward  his  own  palace.  The  reaction  from  the  height  of 
renunciation  to  which  he  had  nerved  himself  had  already 
set  in.  Was  it  worth  while  after  all,  he  wondered  wearily 
to  himself.  Had  he  sacrificed  the  joy  laid  so  generously 
in  his  very  hand  to  a  needless  and  foolish  scruple  which 
would  not  have  influenced  a  wiser  man?  Were  honour 
and  gratitude  mere  figments  of  the  human  brain,  and  had 
he  elected  to  carry  this  gnawing  agony  of  loss  in  his 
heart  through  all  his  remaining  days  to  satisfy  the 
dictates  of  an  empty  theory  ?  What  if  after  all  the  end 
of  life  should  prove  to  be  the  end  of  all  things  manifest, 
and  he  had  just  thrown  from  him  the  greatest  happiness 
this  life  could  offer  him  in  a  greedy  grasping  for  some 
vague  and  future  good  !  A  sudden  bitter  recklessness 
filled  his  soul.  Since  all  the  stern  and  rigid'virtue  of  his 
life  had  brought  him  nothing  but  this  one  overwhelming 
sorrow,  he  would  no  longer  deny  himself  and  live  after 
the  laws  of  the  Koran.  Hereafter  he  would  seek  forget- 
fulness  in  such  pleasures  as  the  life  of  which  he  was 
certain  offered  him,  leaving  the  uncertain  rewards  to  their 
uncertain  future.  He  would  be  first  in  every  revel ;  he 
would—  At  this  point  he  arrived  at  the  palace  gates 
and  summoned  the  guard  sharply. 

"  Bring  me  wine !  "  he  commanded  the  page  who 
hastened  to  him  as  he  entered  the  great  hall.  But  when 
it  was  brought  he  pushed  it  impatiently  aside. 

"  Not  this  poor  stuff  allowed  by  the  Prophet  and 
execrated  by  his  followers  !  Bring  me  of  the  wine  which 
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the  governor  of  Kufar  presented  to  my  father  but  yester 
day,  ignoring  the  stringent  piety  of  our  household." 

The  page's  eyes  opened  in  amazement.  Never  before 
had  he  heard  such  words  proceed  from  the  calm,  grave 
lips  of  the  man  he  worshipped  with  all  a  boy's  worship 
of  a  secret  hero.  Almost  he  could  have  believed  that 
his  master  had  already  partaken  of  something  stronger 
than  the  wine  allowed  by  the  Prophet,  not  knowing  that 
a  man  may  become  drunken  with  a  mental  agony,  as  well 
as  with  the  fermented  juice  of  the  grape.  When  the 
wine  was  brought  Jaafar  drank  deeply  of  it.  Its  potent 
fire  scorched  his  unaccustomed  throat,  but  lent  a 
momentary  cheerfulness  to  the  barren  aspect  of  his  life. 
The  blood  flowed  back  through  his  chilled  veins  in  a 
boiling  tide  and  he  drank  again  and  again  of  the  goblet 
filled  by  the  speechless  page.  As  he  set  it  down  at  last 
with  a  sigh,  a  slave  appeared  and  announced  that  his 
august  mother,  the  Lady  Opheirah,  waited  for  speech 
with  him. 

"  My  mother — at  this  late  hour  !  "  he  exclaimed,  sur 
prised.  Nevertheless,  he  arose  immediately  and  went  to 
her.  He  smiled  as  he  walked  to  see  that  the  strong 
wine  had  already  affected  him.  It  was  a  mental  relief 
at  that  moment  to  feel  that  he  was  deliberately  trans 
gressing  the  holiest  laws  of  his  whole  life.  To-morrow 
his  better  nature  might  repent  and  sorrow  for  his  degra 
dation,  but  to-night  the  hidden  devil  that  lurks  in  every 
breast  should  rejoice  in  a  full  freedom,  so  long  as  it 
secured  to  him  a  moment's  forgetfulness. 

His  mother  met  him  when  he  had  scarcely  crossed  the 
threshold. 

"  Why  hast  thou  so  delayed,  my  son,  to-night  of  all 
nights,"  she  exclaimed.  "  Hadst  thou  forgotten  that  to 
morrow  thou  wilt  be  far  away  and  that  we  are  to  lose 
thee  in  the  horrid  din  of  warfare  for  months  and — it  may 
be — for  ever?  Thy  father  hath  retired  at  last,  wearied 
out  with  a  long  waiting,  but  I,  thy  mother,  could  not 
sleep  till  I  had  seen  thy  face." 

"  The  delay  I  could  not  avoid,  my  mother,"  returned 
Jaafar  gently,  for  no  son  was  ever  more  dutiful.  "  To 
morrow  I  shall  see  both  thee  and  my  father  ere  I  leave; 
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the  palace  for  the  camp.  I  leave  thee  with  Muhammed, 
who  hath  promised  me  to  have  a  watchful  care  of  thee, 
and  Fadhl,  too,  will  now  soon  return.  If  my  dear  father 
doth  ever  seem  to  ail,  I  pray  thee  delay  not,  but  consult  at 
once  the  learned  Geber.  There  is  none  to  equal  him  in 
his  skill  in  medicines,  though  in  the  man  himself  I  bid 
thee  earnestly  to  put  no  trust,  for  I  fear  and  dislike  him 
mightily." 

A  flush  rose  to  his  mother's  cheek  as  he  spoke  and 
afterward  he  remembered  that  she  had  made  no  answer. 
At  the  moment,  however,  he  was  thinking  of  other 
things;  the  wine,  too,  was  making  him  stupid  and  he 
desired  to  end  the  interview. 

"  Thou  wert  ever  thoughtful  for  me  in  little  things, 
Jaafar,"  she  said  with  a  touch  of  warm  feeling.  "  I  would 
thou  wert  more  obedient  in  greater  ones.  However,  'tis 
too  late  to  talk  of  that  now,"  she  added  hastily,  noting 
the  cloud  that  gathered  on  his  brow  at  her  words.  "  I 
purchased  for  thee  a  new  slave  in  the  market  to-day  in 
place  of  the  woman  Frifun  whom  I  sold." 

"  I  know  not.  Have  I  need  of  another  slave  ?  "  Jaafar 
asked  absently.  He  was  thinking  of  the  last  look  which 
he  received  from  those  dark  eyes, — a  look  of  grief  and 
anger  that  haunted  him.  He  recalled  himself  and  kissed 
her  hand  with  grave  affection  as  she  gave  him  her  good 
night  blessing. 

"  Thou  wert  ever  a  thoughtful  mother  to  thy  sons,"  he 
said.  "  But  surely  I  shall  see  thee  in  the  morning?" 

"  I  know  not — it  may  be — I  cannot  tell,"  she  replied 
with  evident  embarrassment,  but  Jaafar  did  not  even 
wonder  at  her  stammering  tongue.  At  his  own  door  he 
paused.  At  last  he  would  be  free  from  all  supervision — 
but  with  this  thought  came  also  the  dread  of  being 
alone  through  the  coming  hours  to  torture  himself  with 
an  endless  repetition  of  that  painful  scene,  with  an  end 
less  longing  for  the  sound  of  that  loved  voice  and  the 
touch  of  those  clinging  fingers  which  he  had  so  ruthlessly 
put  from  him  forever.  Nay,  anything  rather  than  being 
left  alone  with  memory. 

"  Bring  me  more  wine !  "  he  said  as  he  threw  himself 
wearily  down  upon  a  couch  in  his  apartments.  When  it 
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was  brought  he  filled  and  drained  a  goblet  before  he  no 
ticed  that  it  was  a  woman's  hand  that  held  the  flask  of  wine 
and  presented  the  sparkling  crystal  to  his  lips. 

"The  new  slave,"  he  thought,  and  glanced  at  her  with 
weary  indifference.  Her  hair  and  forehead  were  covered 
by  a  linen  head-dress  after  the  fashion  of  slaves  from 
certain  foreign  countries.  Her  eyes  were  beautiful  and 
softly  luminous,  even  in  the  uncertain  light  burning  but 
dimly  in  the  room.  Her  nose  and  cheeks  were  finely 
modelled,  but  there  all  beauty  ended,  for  the  rest  of  the 
face  was  of  an  entirely  different  character,  a  clumsy  and 
heavy  chin  and  rough  eyebrows  marring  what  might 
have  been  rare  beauty.  Jaafar  wondered  vaguely  at  his 
mother's  choice,  noticing  these  defects  even  in  the  shad 
ow  of  the  raised  salver  which  fell  upon  her  face,  but  the 
graceful  poise  accented  the  rounded  beauty  of  her  form, 
clad  in  the  slave's  close-fitting  tunic. 

"What  is  thy  name,  girl?"  he  asked,  watching  her 
indifferently  as  she  turned  away  with  the  cup  and  flask. 

"  I  am  called  Amina,  my  lord."  Jaafar  sighed 
heavily.  Something  in  the  tone  brought  back  to  him  the 
memory  of  the  royal  harem.  Was  he  to  be  henceforth 
forever  haunted  by  ghostly  memories  of  those  loved  ac 
cents,  to  hear  in  every  stranger's  voice  some  tone  which 
must  remind  him  of  what  he  wished  to  bury  in  oblivion? 
If  so,  madness  lay  but  a  little  way  before.  No!  He 
must  forget !  At  any  cost,  he  must  forget !  He  rose  and 
went  to  the  window  looking  out  over  the  river.  The 
gay  barges  of  the  day  had  disappeared  to  their  nightly 
anchorages  and  there  remained  in  sight,  moving  slowly 
in  the  track  of  the  silver  moon,  only  a  few  of  those 
round  boats  made  of  reeds  covered  with  bitumen,  rowed 
by  ferrymen  or  fishers  belated  with  the  day's  catch  far 
from  home.  The  river  looked  chill  and  lonely,  like  the 
hall  of  a  feast  in  the  early  sun.  He  turned  to  the  slave 
who  stood  motionless  with  folded  arms. 

"  Come  hither,  child,"  he  said  gently.  "Come  hither 
and  gaze  upon  this  scene.  See  how  the  moon  hath 
paved  itself  a  silver  track  to  Paradise.  Surely  Jannat- 
Aden  *  itself  cannot  boast  a  fairer  stream  than  doth  here 

*  Paradise. 
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flow  like  molten  silver  before  our  mortal  eyes!  But  there 
within  those  sacred  groves  the  re-united  lovers  may 
wander  down  its  banks  hand  in  hand,  while  here — Dost 
thou  love  poetry,  Amina?" 

"Ay,  my  dear  lord,  such  poetry  as  thy  lips  have  just 
uttered.  It  filleth  my  soul  with  yearnings  for  something 
greater  and  nobler  than  myself,  a  desire  to  pray  and  fast 
and  live  a  godly  life  that  I  may  at  last  enter  the  bliss  of 
the  Prophet.  Tell  me,  gracious  lord,  if  thou  shouldst 
meet  me  beside  the  sacred  stream  of  Jannat-Aden,  wouldst 
thou  smile  upon  me  there?" 

"Ay, — if  I  be  there  to  smile  on  anyone.  Tell  me, 
child,  hast  thou  ever  loved?  "  There  was  a  little  pause 
and  then  the  slave  replied  in  a  low  tone, 

"  But  once,  my  lord." 

"And  he?" 

"  He  was  not  of  my  station  and  I  fear  he  hath  no 
thought  for  me  save  one  of  pity,  though  I — I  would 
gladly  have  died  to  give  him  joy  ! " 

In  the  moonlight  which  fell  through  the  window  on  her 
upraised  face  he  could  see  the  tears  well  in  her  eyes  and 
drop  upon  her  cheek. 

"Thou  hast  a  poet's  soul,  child,  and  must  therefore 
suffer.  'Tis  the  law,  that  those  who  might  enjoy,  must 
suffer.  He  who  cannot  suffer  hath  no  knowledge  of  real 
joy.  Life  is  a  usurer.  The  price  we  pay  to  live  bank 
rupts  the  heart  of  all  save  its  most  spurious  coin.  I  too 
have  suffered,  Amina :  suffered  till  my  soul  is  weary  of 
pain  and  rebelleth  against  the  command  that  it  must  so 
continue  to  suffer  to  the  end.  Death,  when  he  cometh 
to  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  will  come,  not  as  an  enemy,  but  as 
a  welcome  and  desired  friend!"  He  raised  his  face  to 
the  moon,  shining  down  so  calmly  over  the  City  of  Peace, 
alike  upon  happiness  and  sorrow,  hope  and  despair. 

"  We  have  both  sorrowed,  Amina.  To-morrow,  ere  I 
depart,  I  will  give  to  thee  thy  freedom.  To-night  thy 
sweet  soul  shall  read  me  comfort  and  teach  me  if  but  for 
one  short  hour,  to  forget — to  forget !  " 

In  the  grey  dawn  Jaafar  awoke  suddenly  with  the 
sound  of  a  sob  in  his  ears.  For  an  instant,  still  half  in  a 
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dream,  he  thought  it  was  the  queen's  last  pleading  sob 
that  he  heard,  but  as  the  agony  of  renunciation  clutched 
again  at  his  heart,  he  heard  it  again,  a  stifled  murmur 
at  his  very  side.  He  turned,  recalling  all  that  he  had 
forgotten.  At  his  side  knelt  the  slave  Amina,  her  dark 
hair  unbound  and  flowing  in  heavy  waves  to  the  floor, 
her  face  buried  in  her  trembling  hands.  He  laid  his  hand 
wonderingly  upon  her  head. 

"  Amina,  child — look  up  !     What  aileth  thee  ?  " 
He  smoothed  back  the  hair  from  her  face,  put  his  hand 
beneath  her  chin  and   raised  it  to  its  gaze.     Slowly,  re- 
sistingly,  she  allowed  him  his  will,  until  at  last  her  face 
was  fully  exposed  to  his  glance  and  her  eyes  met  his. 

"  In  the  name  of  Allah  the  Merciful !"  he  exclaimed, 
starting  away  from  her,  the  blood  ebbing  from  his  face, 
his  eyes  staring  in  despair.  The  disfiguring  head-dress 
was  gone,  the  ragged  eyebrows  had  been  replaced  by  del 
icate  pencillings  of  Nature's  most  perfect  art,  the  crude 
chin  had  disappeared,  and  he  looked  into  Abassa's  eyes. 

Opheirah  was  lying  upon  a  couch  by  the  open  window. 
She  had  been  unable  to  sleep  for  an  overmastering  anx 
iety,  and  at  last  had  risen  and  dressed  herself  alone  for 
the  day.  Now  she  lay,  nervously  listening  to  every 
early  sound  in  the  palace,  and  cooling  her  weary  brain  in 
the  morning  breeze  that  floated  in  through  the  window 
from  the  river  below.  Therefore  she  heard  the  first 
rapid  step  that  fell  upon  the  corridor  leading  to  her 
apartments,  and  she  turned  pale  as  she  noticed  the  frantic 
haste  of  its  irregular  approach.  A  hand  flung  the  cur 
tain  violently  aside  and  Jaafar  stood  before  her.  None 
had  ever  seen  his  face  as  his  mother  now  saw  it,  and  she 
shivered  with  a  chill  terror  clutching  at  her  heart.  It 
was  grey  and  drawn,  almost  past  her  recognition  ;  his 
eyes  were  glazed  and  bloodshot.  He  was  clad  in  all  his 
armour  and  his  fingers  fumbled  with  the  last  buckle  of  his 
sword-belt  as  he  spoke  painfully  through  his  dry,  white 
lips. 

"  Woman,  thou  hast  killed  thy  son  and  undone  us  all  ! 
Oh,  woman,  woman  !  Traitor  that  thou  art  !  Would 
naught  content  thee,  save  utter  ruin  ?  Thou  hast  indeed 
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conquered,  but  none  can  count  the  cost  to  thee  and  to 
me  and  to  all  thou  boldest  dear,  of  this  thy  victory.  In 
my  weakness  and  despair  thou  has  betrayed  mine  honour 
and  my  truth.  Nay — rise  from  thy  knees.  Thou  shalt 
not  kneel  to  me  with  any  hope  of  my  forgiveness,  for  I 
have  none  for  thee,  even  as  thou  hast  had  no  pity  for  me. 
This  hour  I  go  from  thy  house  and  never  again  until  I  die 
will  I  look  upon  thy  face  !  " 

Opheirah  did  not  see  his  gesture  of  an  eternal  farewell. 
She  covered  her  aged  face  with  her  shaking  hands  and 
knelt  motionless  in  the  centre  of  the  great  room,  long 
after  his  retreating  steps  had  ceased  to  echo  like  sounds 
of  doom  in  her  forsaken  heart. 


CHAPTER  XXI 

Delilah  !     Ne'er  wilt  thou  be  loved  so  well 
Again,  as  I  have  loved  thee  !     Nevermore 
Can  earthly  passion  chain  me  with  its  spell 
So  potent  that  e'en  now  as  blind,  forgot, 
Unfeared,  I  cringe,  my  soul  within  me  hot 
With  shame  for  my  past  deeds  naught  can  efface, 
Lest  I  should  be  undone  as  oft  before, 
I  dare  not  dwell  upon  thy  memoried  face  ! 

DAY  was  swiftly  marshalling  its  forces  to  oppose  the 
misty  legions  of  the  night.  The  daily  pageant  of  the 
dawn  was  in  the  sky  and  rosy-liveried  messengers  sped 
through  the  upper  air,  proclaiming  the  coming  of  the 
golden  conqueror.  As  he  drove  boldly  through  the  flee 
ing  shadows  of  his  enemy's  forces,  he  looked  down  upon 
a  scene  of  rainbow  raiment,  floating  flags  and  pennants 
scarcely  less  magnificent  than  were  his  own. 

Since  long  before  dawn  the  camp  had  been  astir  and 
riotously  busy  with  the  preparations  for  departure.  The 
shrill  shouts  of  the  camel-drivers  mingled  with  the  trum 
peting  of  elephants,  the  neighing  of  horses,  the  oaths  and 
cries  of  the  porters  and  the  sharp  words  of  command. 
As  the  sun  rode  higher  in  the  heavens  and  became  more 
triumphantly  sure  of  victory,  the  army  on  the  plain  be 
low  was  gradually  reduced  to  marching  order,  and  by  the 
time  that  Harun  rode  out  of  the  city  to  place  himself  at 
its  head,  the  great  body  militant  stood  awaiting  his  order 
to  commence  its  long  journey  to  victory. 

"  Well,  comrade  !  "  cried  one  soldier  to  another  heart 
ily  as  they  stood  at  ease  in  the  half-formed  column  ;  "  if 
thou  and  I  return  to  this  sun-baked  plain,  I  hope  it  may 
be  with  spoils  and  captives  enough  to  make  us  rich  men 
for  the  rest  of  our  lives." 

"Ay,"  returned  his  comrade,  "Allah  grant  that  we 
may  both  see  again  the  walls  of  the  City  of  Peace.  For 
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my  part,  I  have  no  hopes  of  it,  for  last  night  I  dreamed 
of  a  gorgeous  scarlet  bird  which  flew  gruesomely  about 
my  head  and  cried  '  Allah !  Allah  !  '  when  I  tried  to 
grasp  it."  The  other  shook  his  head  sympathetically. 

"  'Tis  truly  an  ill-omen  to  dream  of  scarlet,  but  per 
chance  to-night  thou  wilt  dream  of  green  or  white,  and 
so  counteract  the  evil  of  this. — However,"  cheerfully, 
"if  thou  dost  indeed  fall,  I  vow  to  thee  to  bring  honestly 
back  to  thy  household  whatever  riches  thou  mayest  gain 
from  the  Grecian  and  Roman  dogs." 

His  friend  did  not  seem  to  be  as  much  cheered  by  this 
promise  as  might  have  been  reasonably  expected,  but  the 
soldier  continued  without  glancing  at  his  rueful  face, 

"  Seventy  thousand  golden  dinars  hath  the  Greek  paid 
yearly  in  tribute  to  our  victorious  prince.  Now  that  he 
rebelleth  against  the  exaction,  I  dare  swear  that  twice 
seventy  thousand  will  not  repay  him  for  the  ravages  from 
which  our  army  will  not  be  withheld  when  once  they  are 
within  his  borders. — Note,  comrade  !  There  cometh 
Harun  the  Khalif  riding  upon  his  unmatched  mare,  Sub- 
bah,  and  with  him  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  who  to  mine  eye 
hath  a  pale  and  weary  look.  There — the  signal  sounds  ! 
Cheer  up  that  sad  countenance  of  thine,  friend,  and 
think  of  the  feasts  and  the  glory  and  the  love  that  await 
our  return  !  A  soldier's  lot,  when  all  is  said,  hath  no 
more  of  risk  than  many  another,  and  thou  mayest  escape 
all  the  battles  of  the  Greeks  and  live  to  be  smothered  for 
jealousy  by  thy  wife.  Allah  il  Allah  !  A  man  dieth  not 
until  it  is  written." 

The  entire  city  seemed  gathered  outside  the  city  gates 
to  pay  the  last  tribute  of  love  to  departing  dear  ones,  or 
to  satisfy  curiosity  by  the  last  sight  of  the  brilliant  army 
moving  toward  its  foe. 

The  litters  of  the  royal  harem  were  drawn  up  in  a 
prominent  position  for  the  view  and  those  who  could 
distinguish  their  occupants  whispered  of  the  presence  of 
both  the  Queen  Zobeide  and  the  Princess  Abassa.  Be 
fore  the  command  to  march  was  given,  Harun  detached 
himself  from  his  staff  of  officers  and  rode  rapidly  toward  the 
quern's  litter.  Here  lie  dismounted  and  approaching  the 
•window  of  her  palanquin,  kissed  her  hand  passionately. 
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"  Tis  but  for  a  little  space,  love  ! "  he  murmured.  "  I 
will  return  to  thee,  loaded  with  spoils  and  honours  and 
then  we  will  steal  away,  thou  and  I,  to  the  palace  at 
Rakkah  and  there  renew  our  love  and  our  youth.  What 
wilt  thou  that  I  bring  thee  from  the  wars,  sweet  ?  " 

"  Naught  but  thyself,  most  generous  husband."  There 
was  a  note  of  deep  weariness  in  her  voice.  "  I  have  now 
no  wish  on  earth  possible  of  fulfilment  that  thou  hast 
left  ungratified.  Thou  hast  been  always  too  generous  to 
thy  Zobeide.  Come  back  safely  thyself,  and  bring  also 
back  safely  with  thee  the  Lord  Jaafar — to  thy  sister 
Abassa,"  she  added,  watching  his  face  narrowly.  "  I 
fear  thy  restriction  hath  weighed  heavily  upon  her,  if  not 
indeed  upon  them  both,  for  if  I  read  the  signs  aright, 
she  doth  love  the  husband  thou  hast  assigned  and  yet 
denied  to  her."  Harun  frowned. 

"  Jaafar  hath  not  spoken  to  me  of  love,"  he  said  stub 
bornly.  "  But  what  I  have  decreed  regarding  the  mar 
riage  must  remain  even  as  I  have  said.  The  people  are 
already  murmuring  that  I  have  put  a  Persian  and  an 
infidel  to  rule  over  them.  Therefore  have  I  given  the 
governorship  of  the  city  to  Hartama  ibn  Ayan  in  my 
absence  and  have  taken  the  Barmek  with  me."  Zobeide 
drew  herself  up  quickly  and  an  angry  colour  sprang  to 
her  face. 

"  Hath  the  King  of  Arabia,  the  man  who  can  so  easily 
conquer  all  the  hosts  of  the  Greek  Nicephorus,  been 
driven  to  yield  his  friendship  and  his  justice  to  the  cow 
ardly  demands  of  a  handful  of  his  own  subjects  ?  "  Harun 
started  as  if  stung. 

"  Thou  dost  use  bitter  and  daring  words,  my  Queen  ! " 

"  Not  bitter,  my  lord,  because  they  are  true,  and  the 
truth  is  never  bitter  to  an  honourable  soul.  Nor  are  they 
more  daring  than  the  spirit  to  which  they  were  spoken  !  " 
She  leaned  over  and  smiled  softly  into  his  angry  eyes. 

"  Thou  art  the  king  and  my  dear  lord.  I  know  thee 
better  than  to  believe  that  thou  wilt  sacrifice  thy  faith 
ful  friend  to  the  unreasoning  venom  of  the  rabble  !  " 

"Faithful?" 

"  Ay,  faithful,"  she  replied  firmly,  "  as  few  are.  I  have 
seen  his  loyalty  and  I  know  his  love  for  thee  as  even 
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thou  canst  not  know  it.  Thou  wilt  do  unwisely,  Harun, 
and  unjustly  also,  if  thou  let  a  treacherous  and  lying 
fanatic  win  thee  from  confidence  in  the  best  friend  thou 
hast  on  earth ! — See,  they  await  thec,  Harun.  May 
Allah  and  the  Prophet  guard  thee  and  bring  thec  back 
in  safety  and  with  victory  upon  thy  shield  ! " 

For  a  long  moment  they  looked  deep  into  each  other's 
eyes.  If  either  sought  to  read  the  other's  soul  in  that 
look,  however,  they  were  forced  to  acknowledge  them 
selves  unsuccessful,  for  both  natures  were  too  deep  and 
too  well  trained  to  self-control  to  be  read  in  a  moment  by 
a  passing  glance.  But  Harun's  heart  melted  in  her  look. 

"  How  can  I  leave  the  sight  of  thy  face,  love,  for  so 
many  weary  months  !"  he  cried.  "The  hours  will  lag 
and  linger,  save  when  I  dream  of  thee.  Tell  me,  sweet, 
that  I  may  take  the  dear  words  with  me  as  I  journey 
tediously  under  the  burning  suns,  or  lie  wakeful  in  my 
tent  at  night,  and  watch  the  distant  stars  ;  tell  me,  that 
I  may  hear  it  as  I  lie  dreaming  of  home  and  thee,  so  that 
it  shall  sound  in  mine  ears  like  a  victorious  war-cry  above 
the  noise  of  battle — tell  me,  my  love  and  my  Queen — 
dost  thou  love  me  ?  " 

"  Ay,  Harun,  my  husband,"  she  replied,  with  an  un 
wonted  gentleness  in  her  tone,  and  something  of  real  pity 
— could  he  have  read  the  expression — in  her  face,  "  I  love 
thee  to-day  better  than  I  have  ever  loved  thee  in  my  life 
before !  "  Her  heart  felt  a  joy  of  relief  that  she  had 
spoken  only  the  truth,  though  the  king  was  far  enough 
from  comprehending  the  real  meaning  of  her  words.  The 
reaction  had  come  to  her  too,  though  with  very  different 
results  from  those  it  worked  in  Jaafar's  reasonings.  Re 
pudiated,  as  she  told  herself,  by  the  man  before  whom 
she  had  humbled  herself,  and — oh  sting  of  outraged  pride 
—humbled  herself  in  vain,  her  sore  heart  turned  with  a 
renewed  affection  to  rest  upon  the  unmeasured  love  she 
knew  was  hers  in  her  husband's  heart.  This  balm  to  her 
wounded  pride  caused  her  to  feel  suddenly  for  Harun  a 
distinct  emotion  of  gratitude,  and,  under  its  influence  at 
this  moment,  her  voice  rang  with  an  unmistakable  accent 
of  truth.  Harun  kissed  her  hand  again  passionately. 

"  I  thank  thee  for  the  words  !  "  he  said,  in  a  low,  moved 
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tone.  "  They  crown  me  with  a  richer  treasure  than  lieth 
in  all  my  jewelled  diadems  !  " 

All  eyes  were  turned  at  this  moment  toward  the  two 
young  princes,  who  now  separated  themselves  from  the 
gay  gi'oup  of  courtiers,  of  which  they  were  the  centre, 
and  urged  their  horses  in  a  race  across  the  open  space 
toward  their  father,  the  khalif.  Both  were  dressed  in  the 
uniform  of  the  king's  guard,  and  a  cloud  fell  heavily  upon 
Zobeide's  face,  as  involuntarily  her  critical  mother's  eye 
compared  the  two. 

A  sulky  frown  added  to  the  natural  heaviness  of  Amin's 
countenance,  for  his  brother  had  beaten  him  in  the  race 
by  a  yard.  He  scarcely  greeted  his  mother  as  he  dis 
mounted,  but  Mamun  threw  himself  from  his  horse 
eagerly,  and  approached  the  palanquin  with  reverent 
admiration  in  his  eyes.  His  lonely  youth,  since  the 
early  death  of  his  own  slave-mother,  had  never  known  a 
mother's  love  or  care,  and  he  repaid  the  few  careless  kind 
nesses  shown  him  by  the  queen,  with  the  passionate  de 
votion  of  his  whole  heart.  Amin  often  sneered  at  his 
mother's  unmeasured  adoration  for  himself  and  returned 
her  anxious  love  with  selfish  indifference  or  insolent  con 
tempt  ;  Mamun  treasured  in  his  breast  every  kindly  word 
or  glance  that  fell  to  him  from  the  queen's  overflowing 
worship  for  her  own  son.  To-day  he  raised  his  wistful 
eyes  to  her  veiled  face  and  wished  that  she  would  look 
but  once  upon  him  as  she  had  looked  at  Amin,  who  had 
turned  contemptuously  away  as  he  met  her  loving  eyes. 

"The  Lord  Jaafar  hath  bid  me  convey  his  humble 
greetings  and  farewells  to  thee  and  the  Princess  Abas- 
sa,"  he  said,  in  his  sweet  voice.  "  He  may  not  leave  the 
duties  which  press  him  closely,  to  express  them  to  thee 
in  person,  unless  thou  shouldst  so  command  him." 

"  Nay,"  replied  the  queen,  gaily  ;  "when  I  have  those 
of  thy  royal  father,  Harun  the  King,  I  have  need  of 
greetings  or  farewells  from  none  other  in  all  the  world !  " 
She  smiled  into  Harun's  eyes  with  a  glance  that  intox 
icated  him  with  a  new  and  delirious  joy. 

"Take  thy  message  to  the  Princess  Abassa,  as  he  hath 
desired  thee.  Doubtless  she  will  receive  it  with  more 
pleasure  than  I.  And  thou,  my  son,"  turning  to  Amin, 
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"  dost  thou  regret  that  so  mighty  an  enterprise  as  serious 
war  is  yet  denied  thee  ?  Thy  mother  doth  indeed  self 
ishly  rejoice  that  thou  wilt  be  left  to  her  when  the  other 
that  she  loveth  is  in  danger  and  afar." 

Amin  looked  at  her  with  a  sneer,  but  he  knew  better 
than  to  express  his  ungallant  thoughts  in  the  presence  of 
his  father,  to  whom  he  now  turned. 

"  Father,  the  army  awaiteth  thy  word  of  command,  and 
the  generals  already  grumble  in  secret  about  the  lateness 
of  the  hour." 

Harun  frowned  with  quick  anger,  but  Zobeide  inter 
posed  skilfully, 

"  I  will  not  keep  thee  longer,  then,  my  dear  lord.  The 
soldier's  wife  hath  her  glory  in  renunciation  and  is  ever 
content  to  be  set  aside  at  the  call  of  duty.  Fare  thee 
well,  till  thou  returnest  to  me  bearing  victory  a  captive 
in  thy  train  !  "  She  drew  her  hand  at  last  from  his  long, 
clinging  kisses,  and  a  look  of  intense  relief  spread  over 
her  face  as  she  watched  him  ride  back  across  the  plain 
between  his  two  sons.  Sometimes  it  requires  more  of 
courage  and  endurance  to  smile,  hour  after  hour,  into  the 
eyes  of  the  unloved  man,  when  the  heart  is  breaking  for 
the  one  that  is  beloved  without  hope,  than  to  lead  a  for 
lorn  hope  under  the  deadliest  fire. 

Harun  placed  himself  at  the  head  of  his  army  of  nearly 
one  hundred  and  sixty  thousand  men,  horse  and  foot, 
and  gave  the  signal  to  move.  Slowly  they  swept  past 
the  crowds  of  cheering  spectators,  and  turned  their  faces 
to  the  north.  Harun  was  dressed  in  his  usual  costume 
of  white  linen  tunic  and  close-fitting  trousers,  embroid 
ered  in  silver  and  scarlet  silk.  Under  his  scarlet  mantle, 
fringed  with  silver,  and  caught  upon  the  shoulder  with  a 
single  jewel,  he  wore  a  suit  of  fine  chain  mail,  and  on  his 
head  a  golden  helmet  inlaid  with  silver.  The  peak  of  the 
helmet  was  the  head  of  a  griffin,  and  the  body  of  the 
animal  formed  the  spine  of  the  casque.  At  his  side  he 
wore  The  Piercer — the  Arabian  Excalibur,  of  deathless 
fame. 

Beneath  his  knees  the  shining  Subbah  replied  to  the 
lightest  pressure  or  touch  of  caressing  fingers,  by  curving 
her  proud  neck  or  tossing  her  dainty  head. 
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Beside  Harun  rode  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  while  near  him 
followed  his  favourite  slaves.  Then  came  some  five  or 
six  thousand  eunuchs,  both  black  and  white,  with  seven 
hundred  doorkeepers,  or  porters.  Six  thousand  horses 
and  mules  were  in  turn  followed  by  nine  hundred  small- 
eyed  and  sagacious  elephants,  who  flapped  their  ears 
lazily,  and  doubtless  passed  contemptuous  remarks  upon 
the  silly  and  self-conscious  faces  of  the  camels,  of  which 
there  were  nearly  twelve  thousand,  the  greater  part  being 
loaded  with  baggage,  and  escorted  in  the  centre  of  the 
army.  A  few  dromedaries  were  driven  with  them  and 
reserved  for  riding,  being  smaller  than  the  camels  and 
swift  and  untiring.  The  cavalry  were  armed  with  the 
deadly  curved  swords  of  the  Turkish  mercenary,  whom 
Harun  had  introduced  into  his  army  in  great  numbers, 
and  who,  like  the  camel  in  the  fable,  were  destined  to 
crowd  his  last  successor  from  his  very  throne.  Beside 
the  cimetar  they  carried  short  and  heavy  javelins,  effect 
ive  either  in  throwing  or  thrusting.  The  footmen  were 
armed  with  bows  and  arrows,  as  formidable  weapons  in 
the  hands  of  the  Arabian  sharp-shooter,  as  were  later  the 
long  and  cross-bows  of  the  English  bowmen. 

For  the  most  part  the  faces  of  the  men  were  cheerful, 
as  the  City  of  Peace  grew  vague  in  outline  behind  them  ; 
and  if  there  were  some  atoms  in  the  iron  of  the  great 
human  engine  of  death  that  was  sweeping  steadily  to 
ward  the  northern  horizon,  that  turned  yearningly  back 
to  the  hearts  and  homes  behind  them,  they  were  but  a 
little  more  silent  than  their  companions,  and  marched  a 
little  more  squarely  in  their  places. 

"Waken,  comrade!"  cried  the  jester  whom  we  have 
already  met.  "  Thou  wilt  fall  asleep  and  dream  again  of 
the  scarlet  bird  or  still  worse,  of  a  black  dog  perchance, 
if  thou  remainest  so  silent.  What  wine  didst  thou  drink 
for  thy  morning  meal?" 

"  Thy  food  is  green  lizards  !  "  growled  the  affronted 
soldier,  and  a  quarrel  was  imminent,  when  a  confusion  in 
front  attracted  their  attention  from  themselves.  They 
were  now  some  little  march  into  the  country  ;  about  the 
distance  one  might  travel  upon  a  successful  raid  and 
reach  camp  safely  before  morning,  thought  the  two 
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soldiers  with  a  shrewd  chuckle.  Harun  had  drawn  out  of 
the  ranks  and  sat  upon  his  horse  at  one  side  and  was 
listening  to  the  excited  complaints  of  a  peasant  woman 
in  the  garments  of  a  widow.  History  does  well  to  com 
ment  upon  the  fact  that  Aaron  the  Just  paused  to  listen 
to  her  plea  for  justice  before  resuming  his  march. 

"Thy  thieves  of  soldiers,  oh  king, — vagabonds,  cow 
ards  ! — have  robbed  me  this  night  of  all  my  means  of 
livelihood.  They  took  my  fowls  while  I  pled  for  their 
mercy,  they  slaughtered  my  goat  and  her  two  kids  almost 
on  my  very  doorstep,  and  carried  the  poor  creatures  away 
piecemeal  on  their  backs  before  their  cries  had  grown 
cold  in  their  throats.  They  stripped  my  apple-trees  and 
my  one  poor  mule  they  loaded  with  their  spoils  and  drove 
away  while  I  wept  helplessly.  I  pray  thcc,  Successor  to 
the  Prophet,  see  justice  done  me,  or  I  shall  starve  !  " 

"  But  my  good  woman,"  said  Harun  perplexed,  "  how 
shall  I  find  the  culprit  at  this  late  hour  ?  " 

"  Hast  thou  been  called  The  Just  from  thy  youth  up 
and  hast  merited  it  as  little  as  I  now  perceive  ? " 
cried  the  woman  angrily.  "  I  demand  justice  of  thee  and 
if  I  receive  it  not,  then  shalt  thou  account  to  Allah  and 
to  posterity  for  thy  default  ! " 

"  Bold  words,  woman,  and  little  calculated  to  better 
thy  case  !  Yet  because  thou  art  a  woman  and  in  trouble 
I  will  not  heed  thy  insolence.  How  shall  I  grant  thce 
justice  when  I  know  not  the  perpetrators  of  thy  wrong 
and  the  army  is  already  upon  the  march.  See !  here 
is  a  dinar  to  purchase —  But  at  this  moment  the 
woman  gave  a  cry  of  joyful  recognition. 

"There  is  the  man!  Seize  him!"  she  screamed, 
pointing  to  the  soldier  who  had  related  his  unfortunate 
dream.  "That  is  the  man  who  urged  the  others  on  and 
jeered  at  them  for  cowards  when  they  would  have  yielded 
to  my  prayers  and  tears.  Seize  him,  lest  he  escape  ! 

Guilt  was  written  on  the  soldier's  face  as  he  was  dragged 
from  his  horse  and  brought  before  Harun,  nor  did  he 
attempt  to  deny  her  accusations. 

"  Canst  thou  repay  this  good  woman  for  the  goods 
which  thou  hast  stolen  from  her?"  asked  Harun  sternly, 
but  with  a  latent  spark  of  amusement  in  his  eye. 
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"  Nay,  most  exalted  sovereign,"  replied  the  man  hum 
bly.  "  I  have  naught  that  I  can  call  mine  own — save 
these  scars,  won  in  fighting  manfully  for  thee." 

"  I  do  not  see  that  finding  the  culprit  hath  bettered 
thy  misfortune,  dame,  since  he  hath  naught  wherewith 
to  recompence  thec.  I  will  send  him  to  the  stocks  and 
the  whipping-post  ;  I  had  not  spared  his  head,  indeed, 
were  it  not  for  those  scars  which  deserve  some  regard. 
The  widow  looked  at  the  soldier,  who  stood  guilty,  anx 
ious  and  full  of  fear.  Then  she  turned  shrewdly  to  the 
khalif. 

"  There  is  still  another  way,  oh  Prince  of  the  House 
of  Mohammed." 

"  Relate  it,  then." 

"  I  am  a  widow  and  lonely  these  many  years.  If  this 
man  be  caused  to  wed  me,  then  will  he  support  me  and  I 
shall  have  no  need  to  bemoan  the  loss  of  my  substance." 
Harun  laughed  heartily. 

"  Thy  woman's  wit  hath  indeed  discovered  a  way  ! 
How  many  wives  hast  thou  already,  fellow  ?  " 

"  Two,  benign  King,"  replied  the  man,  wishing 
devoutly  that  he  could  say  four.  "Two,  but  being  a 
a  soldier  and  my  income  therefore  uncertain,  the  good 
creatures  labour  at  cleansing  garments  to  support  them 
selves — and  me  as  well  when  I  am  with  them  ;  for  who 
could  expect  a  soldier  of  the  king  to  labour  with  his 
hands?"  Harun  laughed  again  and  turned  to  the 
woman  in  rare  good  humour. 

"Thou  seest,  good  dame,  thy  bargain  would  be  but 
one-sided.  Better  take  the  dinar  and  remain  in  thy 
present  state.  'Tis  easier  to  support  one  than  two." 
The  woman,  however,  looked  again  at  the  soldier  and 
hesitated. 

"  He  is  a  handsome  lad,"  she  said.  "  I  have  heard 
that  the  lash  doth  often  cut  into  the  muscles  and  mar  a 
handsome  body  past  all  curing.  I  will  marry  the  man 
to  save  him  from  such  a  fate.  And  if  afterward  I  must 
labour  a  little  harder  to  provide  the  poor,  brave  man  with 
a  little  comfort — then  the  will  of  Allah  be  done  !  And 
the  dinar,  Lord  of  the  Earth,  the  dinar  would  make  so 
gracious  a  wedding  gift !  "  Harun  tossed  her  the  gold- 
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piece,  well  amused  at  her  cleverness,  and  the  soldier  was 
marched  away  to  his  wedding  with  orders  to  rejoin  the 
army  later.  As  he  went  he  turned  his  eyes  in  sorrowful 
satisfaction  toward  heaven. 

"  Said  I  not  that  evil  fortune  would  follow  when  I 
dreamed  of  the  scarlet  bird  ?  "  he  cried. 

The  incident  sent  Harun  back  to  his  post  in  a  lightened 
mood.  Jaafar  also  laughed  when  the  story  was  repeated 
to  him,  laughed  feverishly  and  immoderately  until  even 
Harun  was  surprised  at  his  favourite's  mirth.  But  when 
the  khalif  had  ridden  ahead  with  his  sons  who  had  been 
allowed  to  accompany  their  father  for  a  few  hours  upon 
the  march,  and  Jaafar  was  left  alone,  he  laughed  no 
more,  but  rode  with  his  chin  upon  his  breast,  giving  no 
heed  to  the  clamour  and  clash  by  which  he  was  sur 
rounded.  When  he  had  passed  before  the  equipages  of 
the  royal  harem,  his  eyes  had  sought  the  palanquins 
of  the  queen  and  the  Princess  Abassa  against  all  effort 
of  his  will  to  keep  them  turned  in  another  direction.  To 
look  in  either  face  was  torture  to  him,  but  some  power 
stronger  than  his  resistance  drew  his  gaze  to  both.  The 
queen  met  his  eyes  openly  and  calmly  and  seemed  not 
to  have  perceived  his  presence.  Only  a  woman  can  ac 
complish  this  particular  mode  of  retaliation  and  leave  the 
victim  uncertain  whether  the  punishment  was  inflicted 
by  accident  or  design.  A  man  may  do  it  as  effectively,  but 
his  evident  embarrassment  leaves  no  doubt  of  his  design. 
And  the  woman's  method  contains  the  subtler  torment. 

"  She  will  never  forgive  me  !  "  groaned  Jaafar  to  him 
self  as  he  met  that  unseeing  gaze.  "  And  if  she  knew  all, 
how  much  less  would  she  pardon  !  "  He  shuddered  and 
his  heart  sank  anew  with  a  cold  despair. 

Abassa's  eyes  pled  with  him  for  forgiveness,  even  as 
his  had  entreated  the  queen's  ;  and  Zobeide's  glance  of 
indifference  was  not  colder  or  more  cruelly  careless  than 
was  his  as  he  turned  his  eyes  hastily  away  from  the 
princess's  face. 

Obeidah  the  scribe  rode  behind  Jaafar,  and  upon  his 
spirits  as  well  a  depression  seemed  to  have  unaccountably 
fallen.  Occasionally  he  raised  his  eyes  and  contemplated 
the  figure  riding  before  him  ;  when  he  did  so  a  strong 
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emotion  broke  up  the  dull  moodiness  of  his  face  into  an 
expression  half  of  pain  and  half  of  hate.  The  young 
man  had  a  strange  nature,  whose  most  undesirable  points 
had  been  accentuated  by  his  history.  The  atmosphere 
of  mystery  which  impressed  everybody  with  whom  he 
came  in  contact  might  have  been  dispersed  long  ago,  but 
for  the  strong  secretive  trait  in  his  character.  It  is 
doubtful  whether  he  himself  knew  for  what  particular 
event  he  was  waiting  before  he  should  'divulge  his  care 
fully  guarded  secret.  Had  he  not  found  sufficient  favour 
in  Jaafar's  eyes  he  might  have  been  led  to  use  it  for  his 
own  advancement  ;  since  this  had  not  been  necessary, 
he  had  preserved  it  as  a  possible  future  weapon. 

Obeidah  could  remember  many  things  which  happened 
during  the  early  years  when  events  usually  make  but  a 
slight  impression  upon  a  child's  mind.  He  could  re 
member  seeing  his  dark-eyed  young  mother  poring  hour 
after  hour  over  some  written  document  which  she  in 
variably  laid  aside  with  a  sigh.  Sometimes  she  said  to 
him  solemnly,  calling  him  from  his  play,  "  Obeidah,  my 
son,  thou  must  learn  to  read  and  write  very  soon. 
Strange  that  such  power  lieth  in  the  ability  to  decipher 
these  strange  characters  !  "  The  words,  being  often  re 
peated,  made  a  deep  impression  upon  his  mind,  and  he 
determined  to  master  the  power  contained  in  the  black 
marks  which  he  saw  upon  the  paper  in  his  mother's  lap. 
Then  he  could  remember  one  gloomy  winter's  day  when 
his  mother's  white  face  did  not  turn  toward  him  as  usual 
at  his  imperious  call  and  immediately  strong  arms  carried 
him  away,  fighting  and  screaming,  to  some  distant  spot 
to  which  his  mother  never  came  again.  After  a  while 
he  understood  what  death  meant.  When  he  grew  still 
older,  he  asked  for  the  paper  over  which  his  mother  had 
spent  so  many  hours  of  her  life.  Then  the  honest 
peasants,  who  had  undertaken  his  care  in  return  for  the 
labour  he  gave  them,  brought  him  a  little  chest  of  sandal- 
wood,  beautifully  inlaid  with  silver  and  tortoise-shell  and 
some  great  shining  stones  that  looked  like  bits  of  crystal. 

Inside  he  found  a  necklace  and  bracelets,  also  of  the 
shining  stones,  some  pieces  of  beautiful  embroidery,  laces 
like  spiders'  webs  and,  at  the  bottom,  a  package  of  papers. 
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But  when  he  at  last  had  them  in  his  hand,  they  meant 
no  more  to  him  than  they  had  to  his  dead  mother. 
Thereupon,  with  infinite  pains  and  labour,  he  learned  to 
read  and  write. 

None  but  himself  knew  of  the  existence  of  the  docu 
ments  or  understood  his  feverish  desire  for  the  learning 
which  so  awed  his  simple  foster-parents.  His  instinct  of 
secretiveness  prompted  him  to  keep  them  as  everything 
else  to  himself.  Many  times  he  too  puzzled  over  the 
words  before  his  knowledge  became  great  enough  to 
enable  him  to  decipher  their  full  meaning.  At  last  he 
could  read  them  plainly. 

"  By  the  grace  of  Allah,  the  Most  Merciful  :  I,  Fadhl 
ibn  Yaheya  ibn  Barmek,  do  hereby  proclaim  this  woman 
to  be  my  lawful  wife,  wedded  by  me  here  in  the  city  of 
Mosul,  while  I  remain  in  hiding  from  the  persecution  of 
the  khalif,  Musa  al  Hadi.  This  writing  shall  procure 
for  my  wife  the  protection  of  my  friends,  should  she  in 
some  need  present  it  to  them,  and  the  recognition  of  her 
position,  should  my  family  be  ever  restored  to  their 
former  power.  Signed,  Fadhl,  son  of  Yaheya  the  Bar 
mek." 

When  Obeidah  had  become  a  young  man  and  had 
learned  all  that  his  master,  a  wise  hermit  who  had  im 
mured  himself  in  a  cave  at  some  distance  from  Mosul, 
the  ancient  Nineveh,  could  teach  him,  he  bade  the  kindly 
peasants  farewell  and  journeyed  to  Baghdad.  Having 
no  ordinary  ability,  and  bearing  a  letter  from  the  hermit 
to  Jaafar  himself,  he  found  no  difficulty  in  securing  the 
position  of  scribe  which  he  coveted,  without  divulging 
his  secret.  His  real  courage  was  unquestionable,  but 
the  circuitousness  of  his  mental  habit  often  gave  a  mis 
leading  semblance  of  cowardice  to  his  actions.  Even 
Jaafar,  keen  as  he  usually  was  to  comprehend  the  char 
acters  with  which  he  came  in  contact,  failed  to  read 
aright  the  traits  of  good  and  evil  in  his  secretary.  Now, 
as  he  glanced  behind  him  and  noted  the  pallor  and  de 
pression  in  Obcidah's  face,  he  thought  him  affected  by 
personal  fear  at  the  dangers  he  was  about  to  encounter 
for  the  first  time.  But  he  was  far  from  suspecting  the 
truth. 
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As  the  dawn  had  crept  greyly  up  the  heavens,  it  had 
found  Obeidah  ending  a  long  vigil  before  the  walls  of  the 
house  which  sheltered  what  he  most  dearly  loved  on 
earth.  His  infatuation  for  Yacuta  dated  from  one  of 
her  earliest  visits  to  the  royal  harem  when  chance  had 
thrown  him  in  her  way,  and  with  her  usual  insatiate 
coquetry  she  had  taken  advantage  of  the  occasion  to 
enslave  him. 

The  very  closeness  of  the  watch  kept  by  the  Moslems 
over  their  women  both  engendered  and  made  intrigue 
possible  by  means  of  the  bribery  of  slaves  set  to  watch 
them  ;  so  that  no  follower  of  the  Prophet  felt  any  surprise 
when  he  found  himself  tricked  or  betrayed  by  wife  or 
daughter,  in  spite  of  the  barriers  and  restrictions  by  which 
he  guarded  his  household.  Therefore  many  interviews 
had  taken  place  between  the  two  after  that  first  accidental 
meeting,  before  the  disastrous  discovery  in  the  closet  of 
the  dead  Queen  Kheizran. 

At  first  Yacuta  had  allowed  the  scribe  to  imagine  that 
she  returned  his  sudden  passion  because  of  the  pleasure 
which  admiration  always  afforded  her  vanity  ;  later,  when 
her  whole  soul  had  become  absorbed  in  her  own  passion 
for  Jaafar,  she  fostered  Obeidah's  infatuation  that  through 
him  she  might  gain  without  suspicion  a  knowledge  of  the 
actions  of  the  man  she  loved.  Like  many  people  given 
to  concealment  and  deceit  themselves,  Obeidah  suspected 
no  trickery  in  the  girl  whom  he  loved  more  deeply  and 
honestly  every  day.  His  one  desire  was  to  make  her  his 
wife,  and  only  her  stern  prohibition  and  his  fear  of  her 
anger  kept  him  from  demanding  openly  her  hand  of 
Geber.  He  had  many  times  been  on  the  point  of  telling 
her  his  secret,  but  his  natural  secretiveness  made  it  dif 
ficult  for  him  to  entirely  trust  even  the  woman  he  loved. 

He  was  weighing  the  possibilities  of  his  position  in  his 
mind  as  he  kept  his  lonely  vigil,  pacing  the  street  with 
his  customary  and  involuntary  caution  before  the  wall 
which  enclosed  his  treasure. 

Should  he  disregard  her  command  and  trust  to  the 
power  of  his  position  to  turn  her  anger  at  his  disobedi 
ence?  It  would  be  sweet  to  take  with  him  into  the  danger 
and  hardship  of  war  her  promise  as  inspiration  to  great 
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deeds  ?  At  the  moment  when  he  had  finally  decided  to 
risk  the  venture,  as  soon  as  the  hour  would  permit  him  to 
ask  an  interview  with  Geber,  his  quick  ear  caught  the 
creak  of  sliding  bolts  in  the  great  archway  of  the  gate. 
Instinctively  he  drew  back  within  the  shadow  of  a  jutting 
angle  in  the  wall  which  partially  concealed  him.  He 
congratulated  himself  that  his  long  mantle  was  of  a  grey 
colour  which  merged  itself  into  the  shadow  of  the  wall 
and  the  grey  of  the  dawn  and  concealed  him  effectually. 
The  bolts  were  entirely  drawn  now  and  the  great  gate 
swung  slowly  inward.  He  expected  to  see  the  fat  deceit 
ful  face  of  Al  Jubbai  peer  out,  but,  after  a  little  pause, 
during  which  a  survey  of  the  silent  street  was  probably 
taken,  a  slight  figure  wrapped  from  head  to  foot  in  a 
cloak  not  unlike  his  own  and  with  bent  head  veiled  and 
hooded,  slipped  through  the  gate,  drew  it  noiselessly  shut 
and  sped  swiftly  up  the  street  away  from  him.  For  an 
instant  he  smiled,  thinking  it  some  venturesome  slave 
risking  discovery  to  bid  farewell,  it  might  be,  to  a  soldier 
lover  ;  but  as  he  watched  he  suddenly  noticed  a  strangely 
familiar  gesture,  a  delicate  hand  raised  quickly  to  the 
throat,  which  he  had  seen  a  hundred  times  and  loved. 
At  first  the  discovery  bewildered  him,  then  a  great  joy 
sprang  up  in  his  heart.  Could  her  love  for  him  be  so 
great  as  to  drive  her  at  such  untold  risk  to  make  this 
attempt  to  see  him  before  his  departure  ?  He  sprang 
from  his  hiding  and  followed  her  with  step  as  noiseless  as 
her  own.  When  they  had  put  a  sufficient  distance  be 
tween  them  and  her  father's  house  for  safety,  and  just 
as  he  was  about  to  overtake  her  with  hastened  steps,  she 
suddenly  altered  the  direction  of  her  flight.  For  the 
first  time  a  vague  doubt  of  her  intention  came  to  him  and, 
instead  of  disclosing  himself,  he  followed  her  with  greater 
caution.  Now  she  had  reached  a  lonely  bit  of  the  narrow 
street,  blocked  in  by  walls  unbroken  by  any  windows. 
This  seemed  to  be  her  destination,  for  she  paused  in  her 
rapid  walk  and  drew  herself  close  to  a  curve  in  the  wall 
and  there  stood  motionless  as  if  waiting. 

Obeidah,  peering  cautiously  around  the  bend  in  the 
wall,  saw  her  and  drew  back  hastily.  A  great  curiosity 
filled  him  and  the  dawning  of  a  grim  suspicion.  For  whom 
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or  what  could  she  be  waiting  !  Certainly  not  for  him,  and 
if  not  for  him— 

Jaafar,  on  his  way  to  the  palace,  and  fresh  from  that 
farewell  interview  with  his  mother,  rode  down  the  street 
so  carelessly  that  he  almost  struck  the  slender  figure  that 
suddenly  sprang  into  the  road  before  his  rearing  horse. 
Obeidah  risked  discovery  to  creep  nearer.  Yacuta  had 
drawn  aside  her  veil  and  stood  with  the  early  light  shining 
upon  her  beautiful,  pleading  face  as  she  talked,  speaking 
so  rapidly  that  Obeidah  could  not  at  first  hear  her  words, 
until  he  heard  Jaafar  exclaim  aloud  as  if  with  amazement, 
and  then  add  gently,  "  Child,  return  quickly  to  thy  father's 
house  and  forget  that  thou  hast  seen  me,  as  I  also  will 
forget.  Love  hath  no  place  in  my  heart,  nor  will, 
though  I  should  live  far  beyond  the  span  of  years  allotted 
to  man's  life.  Some  day  thou  wilt  love  and  marry  and 
forget  this  girlish  folly.  'Tis  safe  with  me.  And  now,  I 
pray  thee,  I  must  pass,  for  day  breaks  fully.  Fare  thee 
well  and  happiness  be  with  thee !  " 

But  Yacuta  did  not  step  aside. 

"  Thou  lovest  the  queen  !  "  she  burst  out  passionately. 
"  I  have  watched  thy  folly.  Forget  her — I  will  have  pa 
tience  till  thou  dost  turn  to  me  in  gratitude  for  saving 
thee  from  a  fate  of  which  thou  dreamest  not.  Scorn  me 
and  thou  shalt  feel  how  heavy  may  be  the  weight  of  a 
scorned  woman's  anger.  Thou  knowest  not  the  dangers 
which  surround  thee  and  from  which  I  alone  can  save 
thee  !  Trust  me  !  Turn  thy  face  in  kindness  to  me,  my 
dear  lord,  and  thou  shalt  never  regret  it  !  " 

From  the  depths  of  his  despair  arose  something  like  a 
sense  of  grim  humour  in  Jaafar's  mind.  The  woman  he 
loved  was  the  wife  of  another  man,  and  he  had  just  angered 
and  wounded  her  past  all  forgiveness  by  refusing  the  gift 
of  her  love  ;  for  the  woman  who  was  his  wife  he  had  no 
love,  though  she  had  just  injured  him  beyond  reparation 
because  of  her  love  for  him.  Now  came  a  third — His 
face  grew  cold  with  anger. 

"  Dost  think  to  win  the  love  of  a  Barmek  by  a  threat? 
Less  than  before  can  I  listen  patiently  to  thy  words,  nor 
will  I  hear  thee  longer.  Get  thee  to  thy  father's  house, 
which  thou  shouldst  never  in  modesty  have  left,  and 
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hinder  me  no  longer,  lest  I  be  driven  to  harsher 
measures." 

Shame  and  anger  held  her  speechless  for  a  moment  and 
Jaafar  seized  the  opportunity  to  force  his  horse  past  her. 
She  clutched  at  his  mantle  with  frenzied  fingers,  but  the 
animal's  startled  bound  carried  its  rider  beyond  reach 
and  required  so  much  of  his  attention  that  he  did  not 
notice  the  second  figure  which  sped  swiftly  around  the 
corner  of  the  old  wall  and  disappeared. 

Little  wonder  was  it,  therefore,  that  riding  to-day  be 
hind  his  master,  who  was  also  his  uncle  and  his  rival, 
the  scribe  should  look  upon  the  khalif's  secretary  and 
favourite  with  mingled  emotions  and  a  steadfast  pain. 

The  long  ungainly  neck  of  the  last  camel  had  well 
disappeared  below  the  horizon,  and  the  city  streets  had 
somewhat  emptied  of  the  gossiping  crowds  that  all  day 
long  had  been  discussing  over  many  narjils  and  much 
Htfodk,  the  proud  pageant  of  the  morning  ;  and  as  the 
afternoon  sun  was  retiring  from  the  field,  seeking  rein 
forcements  before  renewing  the  battle  on  the  morrow,  a 
traveller,  haggard  and  dust-stained  from  a  long  journey, 
dashed  through  the  city  gate  riding  upon  a  black  horse 
and  scarcely  pausing  long  enough  for  the  guard  to  draw 
back  in  haste  from  the  flying  hoofs  after  recognising,  and 
passing  the  signet  ring  provided  those  who  rode  in  and  out 
of  the  city  upon  the  king's  business.  The  horse  was  drip 
ping  with  the  sweat  of  exhaustion,  and  the  scarlet  lining 
of  her  thin  and  distended  nostrils  showed  like  bleeding 
wounds  upon  the  blackness  of  her  skin  and  amid  the 
patches  of  white  froth  which  she  had  flung  up  in  her  dis 
tress.  Gallantly  however  she  obeyed  her  master's  demand 
upon  her  failing  strength,  and  the  rapid  ring  of  her  fly 
ing  feet  upon  the  stones  of  the  street  attracted  the  at 
tention  of  two  men  who  stood  in  conversation  before  the 
door  of  a  booth. 

"  Hath  the  king  forgotten  his  great  sword  and  sent 
back  a  messenger  after  it,  that  the  man  rideth  so  through 
the  city  streets  !  "  exclaimed  one  to  the  other.  Ibrahim 
an  Nadim,  for  it  was  he  who  was  addressed,  replied, 

"  'Tis  surely  on  the  king's  business ;  else  would  he  not 
dare — "  He  stopped  abruptly,  with  staring  eyes. 
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"  Rafi  ! "  he  cried.  But  the  rider,  white  as  the  foam 
that  flecked  his  mare's  sides,  swept  past  without  a  glance. 
His  eyes  were  fixed  with  the  glazed  stare  of  one  who 
holds  his  faculties  for  one  purpose  by  the  will  alone. 
Down  the  street  he  galloped  without  slackening  for  any 
obstacle  until  he  reached  the  gate  of  Geber's  courtyard. 
Here  he  drew  rein  and  threw  himself  from  his  horse. 
The  custodian  of  the  gate  drew  back  before  the  look 
flashed  upon  him  when  he  would  have  detained  the 
traveller  as  he  strode  through  the  courtyard. 

"  A  madman  !  "  he  muttered,  looking  after  him.  "  He 
would  have  slain  me  like  a  fly,  had  I  detained  him.  Well, 
the  master  can  perchance  deal  even  with  a  madman  by 
his  magic,  and  I  can  only  suffer  death  at  the  most  for 
letting  him  pass."  Al  Jubbai  interposed  more  stoutly  at 
the  door  of  his  master's  apartments. 

"  Yea,  he  is  within,"  he  answered  doggedly  the  hoarse 
question  of  the  man  who  was  so  changed  that  he  did  not 
even  recognise  in  him  the  gay  young  soldier  of  the  past. 
"  He  is  within,  but  he  hath  ordered  me  to  admit  no  one, 
as  I  value  my  life ;  so  thou  must  await  a  more  fitting  op 
portunity  for  thy  request.  If  thou  hast  one  who  is  ill, 
an  hour  or  two  will  not  matter  to  such  skill  as  Geber 
hath  possessed."  For  reply,  Rafi  laid  one  hand  upon  Al 
Jubbai'sarm  and  with  a  single  motion  sent  the  fat  body 
of  the  eunuch  rolling  and  thumping  down  the  broad, 
shallow  stair  to  a  whimpering,  but  happily  unhurt  heap 
at  the  bottom.  Tearing  aside  the  curtain,  he  strode 
through  the  ante-room  into  Geber's  presence. 

"  Rafi  !  "  cried  Geber,  when  he  had  recognised  him, 
surprise  and  deep  concern  in  his  tone.  Rafi's  white  face 
twitched  a  moment  ;  then  its  rigid  stillness  trembled  and 
broke  into  a  mighty  storm.  He  drew  his  sword  from  its 
sheath  and  advanced  with  so  evidently  murderous  a  pur 
pose  that  Geber  retreated  before  him. 

"Ay,  it  is  Rafi  !"  said  the  hoarse  voice.  "  Rafi,  whom 
thou  hast  betrayed  with  thy  promises  of  friendship  and 
help ;  Rafi,  who  hath  lost  all  that  maketh  life  worth 
living,  but  who  hath  forced  himself  to  live  that  he  might 
come  back  to  punish  those  who  betrayed  him.  One  hath 
escaped  me,  but  the  other  remaineth  !  "  He  made  a  sud- 
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den  and  unexpected  stride  forward  and  grasped  Geber  by 
the  throat  before  the  astrologer  could  divine  his  intention. 

"  Hast  thou  aught  to  say,"  he  hissed,  tightening  his 
grasp  upon  the  struggling  man,  "  why  I  should  not  kill 
thee  here  and  now?  Thou  wilt  need  to  speak  quickly, 
for  thou  hast  but  few  moments  in  which  to  speak  at  all, 
Geber  the  Astrologer,  the  knave,  the  cheat,  the  vampire 
who  fatteneth  upon  other  men's  miseries  and  doth  pre 
dict  the  misfortunes  which  he  himself  doth  joyfully  aid 
to  carry  out !  " 

The  madness  in  his  eyes  grew  momently  wilder.  Geber 
ceased  to  struggle,  for  he  was  no  physical  match  for  the 
hardened  muscles  of  the  soldier.  As  he  became  suddenly 
limp  and  motionless,  Rafi  involuntarily  relaxed  his  grasp; 
with  a  sudden  twist  and  spring,  Geber  wrenched  himself 
free  and  sprang  across  the  room.  Here  he  turned  and 
faced  Rafi,  drawing  himself  to  his  full  height  and  fixing 
his  glance  with  flashing  eyes.  Extending  his  arm,  he 
pointed  at  him  with  imperious  command.  Twice  Rafi 
tried  to  stride  toward  him,  but  twice  he  hesitated  under 
the  power  of  that  gaze.  Geber's  form  seemed  to  expand 
and  glow  with  the  effort  of  will  which  animated  it. 
Slowly  the  wild  light  faded  from  Rafi's  eyes  and  was  re 
placed  by  a  pitiful  and  shrinking  expression.  At  last  he 
sighed  deeply  and  his  head  fell  forward  on  his  breast. 

"  I  am  weary  !  "  he  said  in  a  weak  voice.  "  I  pray  thce, 
let  me  rest  !  " 

"  Hearken  !  "  said  Geber,  still  imperiously.  "  I  grieve 
that  I  was  forced  to  such  harshness  toward  thee,  son  of 
my  friend,  but  had  I  let  thee  kill  me,  as  thou  wert  minded, 
it  had  not  aided  thee  and  it  had  greatly  discommoded 
me.  Now  listen  and  I  will  tell  thee  what  thou  must  do." 
He  spoke  for  many  minutes,  holding  Rafi's  mind  with  the 
fire  which  still  burned  in  his  own  eyes.  When  he  ended, 
he  released  Rafi's  gaze,  passed  his  hand  twice  and  again 
across  his  eyes  and  led  him  to  a  couch  upon  which  the 
soldier  sank  in  utter  exhaustion.  Geber  watched  over 
him  until  a  deeper  breathing  told  of  a  restful  slumber; 
then  he  drew  softly  away  and  paced  up  and  down  the  room. 

"  Harun,  this  is  for  thee  the  beginning  of  the  end  !  " 
he  said  aloud. 


CHAPTER  XXII 

As  when  a  strong  man,  fallen  grievous  ill, 
Doth  creep  again  to  consciousness  of  life 
And  to  throw  off  his  sickness  hath  the  will, 
But  finds  with  fretful  wailings  of  surprise 
His  strength  but  as  a  child's — did  I  arise 
And  vainly  strain  my  hopeless  bonds. 

THE  weeks  dragged  languidly  into  months  after  the 
departure  of  the  army  and  life  moved  but  stagnantly 
in  the  palace.  The  incense  still  burned  and  the  slaves 
chanted  the  Koran  as  always,  in  Zobeide's  apartments, 
and  the  blooming  roses  made  the  rooms  a  garden  of 
eternal  summer  long  after  the  real  summer  beyond  the 
gates  had  fled  from  the  dry  and  desolate  country.  The 
fiery  suns  of  Aitul  had  burned  the  plains  to  dust  and 
ashes  and  the  healing  rains  had  grown  steadily  in  vol 
ume,  as  the  wet  season  advanced,  bringing  the  festival 
month  of  Ramadan. 

In  the  part  of  the  palace  outside  Zobeide's  apartments 
also,  the  usual  mechanical  routine  made  one  day  as 
monotonously  like  another  as  ever.  The  slave-wives 
quarrelled  among  themselves  over  their  ornaments, 
privileges,  or  progeny,  and  brought  their  petty  griev 
ances  to  the  Intendant  of  the  Harem  for  settlement  as 
they  had  always  done.  Zobeide  herself  received  her 
visitors,  prayed  in  the  mosque,  took  her  daily  rides  and 
followed  her  usual  customs  in  all  things,  but  in  her  inner 
self  was  a  change  which  those  around  her  felt,  if  they 
could  not  comprehend  its  cause.  She  drooped,  in  spite 
of  laughter  and  gay  jest  which  held  the  semblance  of  her 
former  careless  gaiety,  as  a  flower  may  hang  unchanged 
for  a  little  upon  a  broken  stem.  An  indefinable  change 
had  marked  Abassa,  the  king's  sister,  as  well.  There 
were  both  fear  and  triumph  in  her  eyes  when  they  rested 
upon  Zobeide.  At  first  this  expression  puzzled  the 
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queen  ;  then  it  fascinated  her.  There  was  something 
in  the  look  whose  source  she  could  not  fathom.  From 
avoiding  the  princess,  as  she  had  done  whenever  she 
could  since  Abassa  had  become  Jaafar's  wife,  she  began 
to  seek  her  presence  upon  every  possible  pretext  and 
to  watch  her  more  closely  and  more  constantly.  When 
Abassa  met  this  searching  look,  she  would  turn  away 
with  a  little  flush  creeping  up  her  cheek  and  a  little  smile 
curling  the  corners  of  her  passionate  mouth. 

Yacuta  spent  more  time  at  the  palace  now  than  ever 
before.  The  queen  had  come  to  treat  her  more  as  a 
confidant  as  the  months  rolled  by,  seeming  for  the  first 
time  in  all  her  proud,  self-centred  life  to  feel  the  need 
of  sympathy  and  companionship.  Yacuta  knew  very 
well  how  to  meet  and  satisfy  the  queen's  every  mood. 
If  Zobeide  was  gay  she  flattered  her,  if  sad,  cheered  her, 
if  bored,  she  entertained  her  with  games,  or  music,  or 
the  last  gossip.  It  pleased  her  inmost  soul  to  see  how 
really  necessary  to  the  queen's  content  she  had  become. 
Jewels  were  showered  upon  her  and  she  treasured  these 
with  a  miser's  greed,  knowing  by  what  uncertain  tenure 
she  held  her  present  luxurious  position.  Had  she  but 
confided  the  whole  story  to  Zobeide  at  this  moment, 
much  that  came  after  might  have  been  saved,  but  now 
she  felt  strong  to  guide  her  own  fate,  and  least  of  all  did 
she  wish  the  queen  to  know  the  truth. 

"  I  know  not  how  to  thank  thee  for  thy  goodness  to 
me,  kind  friend  !  "  she  exclaimed  once  when  Zobeide  had 
given  her  a  gold  chain  studded  with  turquoises. 

"  Then  thank  me  not,"  replied  Zobeide  lightly.  "  I 
care  not  for  the  stones.  They  do  not  beseem  my  dark 
skin.  I  had  but  one  turquoise  that  I  valued.  It  was 
most  cleverly  carved  into  a  likeness  of  mine  own  head 
and  Harun  gave  it  me  upon  an  anniversary  of  our  wed 
ding.  It  hath  mysteriously  disappeared,  where  I  know 
not,  for  I  have  caused  search  to  be  made  in  every  place, 
and  I  live  in  daily  fear  that  the  king  will  ask  for  it  ere  it 
be  found."  She  made  a  petulant  gesture.  "  Then  will 
I  tell  some  woman's  lie  and  charm  him  to  forgetfulness 
till  in  good  fortune  I  find  it  again.  What  a  pity  that  he 
would  hear  incredulously  the  simple  truth  that  it  hath 
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been  lost  through  no  fault  or  carelessness  of  mine  !  Nay, 
take  the  jewels,  child.  They  look  well  against  thy  fairer 
face  and  for  thee  they  will  bear  no  weight  of  responsi 
bility  with  them.  Jewels  but  illy  compensate  for  the 
sorrows  of  being  a  queen." 

"  Thou  remindest  me,  sweet  Queen,  of  a  tale  I  heard 
of  Bahaloul,  the  king's  fool.  The  chamberlain  found 
him  sitting  at  his  ease  upon  Harun's  throne  and  had  him 
therefore  so  well  punished  with  the  bastinado  that  the 
khalif  himself  heard  his  cries  and  came  to  discover  the 
cause  of  the  noise.  In  pity  for  his  favourite  fool  he  con 
soled  him  with  various  gifts,  but  Bahaloul  ceased  not  to 
cry  and  sob,  until  Harun,  being  wearied,  reproached  him 
with  a  childish  cowardice.  Then  the  fool  cried  :  '  'Tis 
not  for  myself  that  I  cry — 'tis  with  fear  for  thee.  If  I 
am  made  to  suffer  such  torments  for  a  single  moment 
spent  upon  thy  throne,  think  what  must  await  thee  be 
low,  who  hath  occupied  it  for  so  many  years!  ' : 

Zobeide's  sad  mood  dissolved  in  laughter  and  no  more 
was  said  about  the  ring,  which,  as  Yacuta  well  knew, 
was  securely  guarded  in  Geber's  possession.  She  did 
not  know  his  reason  for  keeping  it,  but  she  knew  that 
reason  and  purpose  regulated  his  smallest  act  where 
Harun  or  his  household  were  concerned. 

Yacuta  found  that  Abassa  also  had  adopted  a  new 
manner  toward  her  and  was  beginning  to  treat  her  with 
a  warmer  friendliness,  merging  into  confidence.  To  her 
surprise,  Zobeide  seemed  entirely  willing  that  this  in 
timacy  should  develop;  indeed  at  times  Yacuta  could 
almost  fancy  that  she  encouraged  it. 

The  months  of  Mohurrum  and  Shaban  sped  quickly; 
Joumada  passed,  and  Regeb  brought  the  crocus  and  nar 
cissus,  the  violet  and  anemone  and  gilliflower.  The 
spring  was  looking  forward  again  gladly  to  the  early 
summer  and  the  earth  rejoiced  in  its  renewed  blessings 
and  was  glad.  Daily  Geber  extracted  minute  accounts 
of  all  that  occurred  at  the  palace  under  Yacuta's  eyes  or 
within  her  knowledge.  So  far,  her  enforced  position  of 
spy  embarrassed  her  not  at  all,  for  to  her  own  understand 
ing  the  things  she  repeated  to  Geber  were  totally  inno 
cent  of  all  possibilities  for  harm.  Occasionally,  when 
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for  instance,  she  spoke  of  the  queen's  changed  demeanour, 
he  would  listen  thoughtfully  and  then  nod  his  head  as  if 
he  had  fitted  her  information  satisfactorily  into  the  other 
pieces  of  the  puzzle  hidden  in  his  brain.  If,  overcome 
by  curiosity,  she  ventured  to  question  him,  he  would 
inform  her  drily  that  he  would  see  that  she  compre 
hended  enough  to  enable  her  to  carry  out  his  instruc 
tions  ;  farther  than  that  she  would  be  best  left  in  igno 
rance. 

Then  there  came  a  day  when  she  told  him  that  the 
Princess  Abassa  had  been  ailing  of  late  and  had  remained 
in  her  own  apartments.  A  contented  smile  crossed  his 
lips. 

"  Hath  the  queen  visited  her?"  he  asked. 

"  Nay,"  replied  Yacuta,  "  she  doth  not  carry  her  new 
friendliness  for  the  princess  so  far;  but  I  have  noted  that 
Abassa's  illness  maketh  her  restless  and  ill  at  ease." 
Geber  pondered  a  moment  in  silence. 

"  Now  mark  well  what  I  bid  thee  do,"  he  said  at  last 
with  stern  emphasis.  "  Thou  must  visit  Abassa  con 
stantly  and  win  from  her  the  confidence  which  she  hath 
not  yet  reposed  in  anyone.  She  guardeth  a  secret,  I 
warn  thee,  which  will  surprise  thee,  though  thy  surprise 
must  be  locked  in  the  depth  of  thine  own  heart."  Geber 
looked  at  her  piercingly.  "When  thou  hast  her  secret,  I 
will  instruct  thee  further." 

"  But  will  the  queen  permit  this  intercourse  ?  I  fear 
she  will  withdraw  the  confidence  she  doth  herself  repose 
in  me." 

"  That  I  leave  thy  woman's  wit  to  arrange." 

Little  as  she  might  feel  competent  to  undertake  the 
task  Geber  had  set  for  her,  she  knew  there  was  no  appeal 
from  his  command,  so  she  watched  for  her  opportunity. 
It  came  more  readily  than  she  could  have  hoped.  The 
very  next  day,  upon  receiving  Abassa's  excuses  in  reply 
to  a  message  requesting  her  presence  in  Zobcide's  apart 
ments,  the  queen  turned  to  Yacuta  fretfully, 

"  I  know  not  what  aileth  the  princess  of  late.  She 
hath  ever  the  same  set  phrase,  '  I  pray  the  queen's  indul 
gence  !'"  she  mimicked,  "'but  I  am  too  indisposed  to 
leave  mine  apartments.'  Hath  thy  father  seen  her, 
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Yacuta  ?  If  she  is  really  ill  I  will  call  Geber  to  her. 
Such  would  be  the  wish  of  Harun  her  brother,  I  am  con 
vinced." 

"  Perchance  if  thou  wouldst  see  her  for  thyself,  Mad 
am,"  suggested  Yacuta,  slowly,  — "or,  if  thou  desirest  to 
send  me  in  thy  stead,  I  would  report  to  thee  faithfully 
her  condition." 

"  In  truth,  the  very  thing!  Go  thou  quickly,  Yacuta, 
and  visit  her  with  my  greetings.  I  will  await  thee  here." 

Abassa  raised  herself  from  her  cushions  at  Yacuta's  en 
trance.  She  \vas  reclining  beside  the  open  window  and, 
though  the  room  was  warm  with  the  atmosphere  of  sum 
mer,  she  was  enveloped  in  the  voluminous  folds  of  a 
heavy  wrap  and  shivered  as  her  visitor  approached  her. 
She  motioned  to  her  attendants  to  withdraw  and  turned 
eagerly  to  her  visitor. 

"  Thou  hast  come  at  last  !  "  she  said.  "  I  have  hoped 
thou  wouldst  be  moved  by  curiosity  or  kindness  to  come 
soon  to  inquire  of  me."  Yacuta  was  shocked  at  the 
change  the  last  fortnight  had  made  in  her;  the  very  tone 
of  her  voice  was  hollow,  and  her  eyes  burned  feverishly 
large  in  her  face  which  had  grown  thin  and  yellow. 

"The  queen,  thy  sister,  hath  sent  thee  her  greetings," 
Yacuta  said  gently,  "and  would  send  my  father  Geber  to 
thee,  with  thy  permission."  Abassa  waved  her  hand  im 
patiently. 

"  The  queen  !  "  she  muttered  to  herself.  "  Nay,  I  will 
not  have  Geber — at  least  not  now.  Thou  art  all  I  want. 
Wilt  thou  come  to-morrow  again?" 

"  If  Zobeide  permit,  that  I  will,  most  readily." 

"  Then  go  now,  I  cannot  talk  to  thee  to-day.  Stay  ! 
Promise  that  thou  wilt  come  to-morrow!  " 

After  this  Yacuta  visited  the  princess  every  day  and 
managed  it  so  cleverly  that  it  appeared  to  be  the  queen 
who  sent  her. 

"  To-day  I  have  business  that  calleth  me  to  a  poor 
woman  at  the  upper  end  of  the  city,"  said  Zobeide  one 
morning  about  a  week  later.  "  Thou  shalt  spend  the 
time  with  my  sister  and  when  I  return  I  will  send  for 
thee." 

When  Yacuta  told  Abassa,  that  Zobeide  had  left  the 
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palace,  the  princess  raised  herself  and  grasped  Yacuta's 
arm  eagerly.  As  she  did  so,  the  heavy  covering  in  which 
she  always  wrapped  herself,  complaining  of  cold  even 
when  her  cheeks  were  scarlet  with  fever,  fell  away  from 
her  and  slipped  from  the  couch  to  the  floor.  Yacuta 
cried  out  in  the  suddenness  of  her  amazement.  Every 
trivial  incident  flashed  with  vital  meaning  across  her  brain 
in  that  moment  and  a  thousand  emotions  tore  her  with 
poisoned  fangs.  Abassa  flushed  a  deep,  sullen  red.  She 
did  not  attempt  to  recover  the  fallen  garment. 

"Yea,  it  is  true,"  she  said  quietly,  a  certain  dignity  in 
fusing  itself  into  her  manner  as  she  spoke.  "  It  is  true, 
and  I  would  be  filled  with  the  glory  and  pride  of  my 
position,  did  I  not  fear  the  queen's  vengeance  upon  the 
father." 

"  And  well  may  thou  fear  it,  and  for  thyself  as  well, 
thou  wicked,  deceitful  woman  !  "  cried  a  voice  at  which 
both  turned  pale  with  consternation.  The  queen  entered 
the  room  with  flashing  eyes  and  white  lips  that  could 
scarcely  form  the  words  that  poured  from  them. 

"  At  last  I  have  found  thee  out  !  Think  not  to  escape 
punishment.  Naught  but  death  shall  save  thee  from  my 
justice,  and  if  that  fail  to  humble  thee  to  the  dust  from 
which  thou  wast  created,  Harun  shall  finish  what  I  shall 
begin.  Whom  dost  thou  dare  accuse  of  being  a  partner 
in  thy  crime  ?  "  Instead  of  crushing  Abassa,  the  words 
seemed  to  inspire  her  with  a  spirit  of  resistance  and,  cast 
ing  all  pretence  of  concealment  from  her,  she  rose  to  her 
feet,  resting  one  hand  against  a  marble  column  to  support 
her  tottering  weight.  All  fear  left  her  face  and  her  eyes 
shone  with  the  joy  of  power  to  wound  an  enemy. 

"  The  child's  father  is  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  my  wedded 
husband,"  she  said  proudly.  "  I  feel  no  shame — rather, 
a  great  joy — in  the  sweet  burden  I  bear,  for  it  is  proof 
that  my  husband's  love  was  great  enough  to  overleap  the 
barriers  with  which  fate  hath  hedged  us  round." 

"Thou — thou  darest  to  glory  in  what  should  be  thy 
shame,  thou  deceitful  and  disobedient  woman?" 

"  My  brother  forfeited  my  obedience  by  the  very  com 
mand  which  he  laid  upon  me  and  the  sacrifice  he  required 
of  me.  For  his  own  selfish  ends  he  bound  me  for  life  as 
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a  wife,  yet  in  the  same  breath  forbade  me  to  my  husband. 
For  his  pleasure  he  forced  me  to  wed,  thereby  debarring 
me  from  ever  becoming  the  wife  of  another,  and  I,  the 
king's  sister,  by  her  brother's  cruel  selfishness,  was  for 
bidden  the  joy  known  to  the  meanest  slave  in  his  king 
dom — the  touch  of  loving  fingers,  the  kiss  of  childish  lips, 
the  sound  in  mine  ears  of  the  sweetest  word  in  any  tongue 
—the  name  of  '  mother  ' !  Truly,  hath  he  been  disobeyed, 
nor  have  I  in  my  heart  any  shame  for  my  disobedience, 
for  I  was  a  true  wedded  wife  and  I  loved  my  husband 
with  a  surpassing  love  !  " 

The  pathos,  the  dignity  of  the  appeal,  must  reach  the 
heart  of  any  woman,  save  she  were  less  than  woman. 
Zobeide's  icy  anger  sank  for  a  moment.  She  possessed 
that  quality  rare  in  woman,  a  strong  sense  of  justice; 
and  this  told  her  that  had  the  man  been  any  other  than 
Jaafar,  her  own  sympathy  would  have  been  entirely  with 
Abassa.  The  princess  was  not  to  blame  that  she,  the 
queen,  also  loved  this  man  with  the  whole  guilty  love 
of  her  heart,  nor  was  she  to  blame  that  he  had  de 
ceived  both.  With  a  tortured  woman's  first  instinct  she 
had  been  tempted  to  visit  her  own  suffering  at  the  be 
trayal  she  imagined  she  had  endured  at  Jaafar's  hands, 
upon  the  rival  for  whom  she  had  been  sacrificed  ;  with 
the  juster  judgment  which  followed,  awakened  by  Abassa's 
words,  her  wrath  toward  Abassa  faded  into  a  generous 
pity  and  turned  toward  the  man  who  had  kept  faith  with 
neither.  With  the  intuition  which  was  sharpened  by 
love,  Abassa  read  her  face. 

"  I  am  in  thy  power,"  she  said  humbly.  "  Do  with  me 
what  thou  wilt." 

"  'Tis  not  what  I  will,"  replied  Zobeide  in  a  gentler 
tone;  "'tis  what  Harun  will  visit  upon  ye  both,  if  I 
spare  thee." 

"True— if  thou  wilt  that  he  learn  of  it." 

"If  I  will!" 

"  He  cannot  learn  it  else.  Jaafar  himself  hath  no 
knowledge —  The  queen  and  Yacuta  misinterpreted 
the  dull  flush  which  again  spread  over  her  face  from  chin 
to  brow  ;  they  could  not  know  that  she  was  remember 
ing  the  last  words  which  Jaafar  had  said  to  her  as  he 
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sprang  from  her  side  and  left  her  crushed  under  his  piti 
less  anger,  weeping  and  afraid— 

"Thou  hast  outwitted  me  indeed.  I  may  not  forget 
that  thou  wouldst  have  been  powerless  to  accomplish  thy 
unwomanly  trick,  had  I  not  placed  it  in  thy  power  by 
mine  own  cowardly  surrender  to  fate,  of  the  temperance 
and  virtue  which  all  my  life  I  have  cherished  hitherto. 
But  because  thou  hast  so  cruelly  deceived  me,  to  the 
utter  undoing  of  us  both,  as  thou  wilt  find,  I  will  never 
again  willingly  look  upon  thy  face,  for  to  me  henceforth 
that  face  will  be  the  most  odious  upon  which  mine  eyes 
can  look !  '  Remembering  these  words,  Abassa  red 
dened  even  while  she  claimed  to  these  two  women  the 
love  of  the  man  who  had  spoken  them. 

"  'Tis  as  thou  sayest,  Zobeide,"  she  continued.  "If 
Harun  learn  that  he  hath  been  disobeyed  he  will  punish 
us  both.  Since  I  am  his  sister  he  will  doubtless  not  slay 
me,  but  imprison  me  in  some  living  tomb  to  drag  my 
weary  days  into  an  early  grave.  Jaafar  he  will  slay,  my 
heart  prophesieth,  in  the  first  mad  rage  of  discovery. 
'Tis  a  little  matter  that  I  should  suffer.  My  love  would 
turn  to  joy  any  torture  borne  for  its  sake,  and  suffering 
is  the  eternal  heritage  of  woman.  She  hath  been  taught 
the  lesson  of  endurance  through  so  many  dim  centuries 
of  pain,  that  at  last  she  hath  come  almost  to  hug  closer 
the  fetters  of  anguish  which  bind  her  to  her  love  that 
they  may  bite  more  deeply  into  her  heart  and  continue 
to  extract  their  tribute  of  agony  from  her  numbed  senses. 
What  then  is  the  suffering  of  one  woman,  or  what  matter 
if  my  tale  be  ended  soon  ;  for  already  life  hath  given  to  me 
the  two  greatest  gifts  which  she  ever  giveth  to  a  woman 
— Love  and  Pain." 

Zobeide  turned  away  from  the  indescribable  pathos  and 
majesty  of  Abassa's  mien.  She  went  to  the  window  and 
stood  with  averted  face,  her  unseeing  eyes  upon  the 
swarming  life  of  the  river  below.  Her  soul  was  in 
agonising  conflict.  She  knew  that  Abassa  spoke  only  the 
trutli  concerning  Harun,  and  she  tried  to  feel  glad  that 
the  man  who  had  so  deceived  her  would  suffer  a  fearful 
penalty  for  his  guilt.  Abassa's  voice  interrupted  her 
thoughts. 
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"  Do  with  us  as  thou  wilt !  I  cannot  plead  with  thee 
for  mercy  if  thy  woman's  heart  would  withhold  it  from 
me.  Surely  thy  anger  will  be  satisfied  when  thou  seest 
Jaafar  dead  at  thy  feet  ?  " 

"  How  would  she  feel  when  she  should  look  down  upon 
the  dead  body  of  the  man  she  had  so  loved  !  "  She  tried 
to  realise  the  scene  ;  she  pictured  to  herself  the  stillness 
of  that  kingly  form,  the  beautiful  eyes  forever  closed, 
the  generous,  loyal  mouth  fixed,  perhaps  smiling,  in 
death.  Or — with  a  shock  of  terror  a  new  picture  pre 
sented  itself  to  her  imagination, — the  gruesome,  dis 
membered  fragments  of  a  body,  a  grinning  head  with 
half-opened,  unseeing  eyes,  borne  past  her  upon  the  head 
of  a  dripping  spear.  The  scream  of  horror  which  rose  to 
her  lips  almost  escaped  her. 

"  Not  that !  "  she  cried,  turning  to  Abassa  impetuously. 
"  Thou  hast  sinned,  but  I  cannot  see  thee  die — thee,  my 
sister,  nor  Jaafar  thy  husband,  whom  the  king  loveth  ! 
I  cannot  see  thee  die,  Abassa,  and  I  will  protect  thee, 
so  far  as  it  lieth  in  my  power  to  shield  thee  from  discovery. 
Nay — nay!  Kneel  not  to  me,  poor  creature!  May 
Allah  the  All-seeing  forgive  me  in  my  sins  as  I  do  thee ! 
Yacuta,  I  trust  thee  to  arrange  this  matter  with  thy  father 
and  with  the  utmost  secrecy.  Remain  here  with  the 
princess  till  I  send  for  thee.  Farewell,  Abassa,  I  will 
leave  thee  now,  for  I  would  be  alone." 

Abassa  fell  back  among  her  cushions.  The  strain, 
followed  by  the  revulsion  of  such  complete  relief,  had 
exhausted  her  and  her  senses  fled.  Yacuta  chafed  her 
hands  and  bathed  her  face  with  water,  not  daring  to 
summon  the  slaves,  and  at  last  she  opened  her  eyes. 

"  Bring  here  to  me  my  faithful  slave,  Zeineb,"  she 
whispered.  "  Thou  canst  trust  her  in  all  things.  Mine  hour 
hath  come  to  me.  Bring  thy  father  with  all  despatch  ! " 

That  night  Geber  returned  to  his  house,  carrying  a 
bundle  with  all  care  wrapped  warmly  in  his  cloak.  He 
went  directly  to  Yacuta's  apartments,\vhere  he  found  her 
with  old  Abda  ;  two  other  slaves  were  busied  about  the 
room,  but  he  did  not  order  them  to  withdraw.  Instead, 
he  called  them  to  unwrap  the  bundle  he  held  and  which 
made  a  little  human  sound  as  he  laid  it  in  their  arms. 
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"  Here  is  a  child,"  he  said  calmly,  "  which  hath  been 
entrusted  to  me  by  its  guardians  for  the  present.  It  is 
the  child  of  honest  parents  who  have  fallen  under  the 
displeasure  of  the  khalif  and  must  conceal  the  babe  for 
a  space,"  he  added  carelessly.  "  It  shall  be  thy  charge 
and  faithful  Abda's  here,  until  they  require  it  again." 

Yacuta  trembled  when  the  tender  weight  was  laid  in 
her  arms  for  the  first  time.  She  stood  looking  down  at 
it  as  if  in  a  dream  long  after  Geber  had  gone  away ; 
she  did  not  heed  the  wonderings  and  surmises  of  the 
slaves,  who  guessed  everything  but  the  truth  concerning 
the  infant,  and  were  far  enough  from  that  to  entirely 
reassure  Yacuta  of  the  safety  of  the  secret.  Suddenly 
the  child  opened  its  eyes  and  looked  up  fearlessly  into 
her  own.  The  eyes  were  Jaafar's,  and  she  started  and 
trembled  anew  at  their  wide,  steady  gaze,  the  gaze  of 
infancy  which  seems  to  hold  within  it  the  knowledge  of 
all  mysteries.  It  filled  her  with  strange  imaginings,  so 
that  she  almost  cried  out,  "  Whence  hast  thou  come  ! 
What  hast  thou  seen,  little,  new-born  child — what 
wondrous  secret  is  it  that  thou  hast  not  yet  forgotten  ! " 
But  as  suddenly  as  it  had  opened  them,  and  as  silently, 
the  little  one  closed  its  great  eyes  and  sank  again  into 
quiet  slumber. 

The  months  of  Sirvan,  Dzul  and  Ab,  brought  again 
the  intense  heat  of  summer  which  drove  the  people  of 
the  City  of  Peace  into  their  cool  summer  rooms  built  in 
their  cellars,  or  sent  them  to  their  floating  palaces  upon 
the  river.  Zobeide  had  not  withdrawn  to  the  summer 
palace  at  Rakkah,  ostensibly  because  she  wished  to  re- 
main  where  she  could  receive  most  quickly  the  messages 
from  the  khalif  and  could  soonest  learn  of  his  return  ;  in 
reality,  both  she  and  Abassa  remained  in  Baghdad  be 
cause  of  the  child,  which  Yacuta  brought  almost  daily 
to  the  palace.  Under  her  care  and  that  of  old  Abda, 
it  had  thriven  and  grown  into  a  beautiful  boy  that  filled 
his  mother's  heart  with  secret  hope  ;  for  surely  any  man 
must  be  proud  to  learn  himself  to  be  the  father  of  so 
noble  a  son. 

To  Zobeide  the  child  was  both  a  pain  and  a  joy.  Hav 
ing  once  yielded  to  Abassa's  pleading  that  the  babe 
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might  be  brought  to  the  palace  to  satisfy  her  longing 
mother-instinct  with  one  hour's  joy  of  possession,  she 
found  herself  suddenly  involved  in  an  endless  intrigue. 
Abassa  had  promised,  if  Zobeide  would  grant  her  the 
boy  for  an  hour,  that  he  should  then  be  immediately  re 
moved  to  Mosul  and  there  kept  in  closest  hiding.  With 
a  generous  pity  and  sympathy,  Zobeide  had  yielded,  and 
the  child  was  brought  and  secretly  introduced  into  the 
palace  where  the  queen  and  the  mother  awaited  it  with 
mingled  emotions. 

When  Abassa  held  her  son  in  her  arms  for  the  first 
time  her  uncontrollable  emotion  moved  even  Yacuta  to 
tears  of  honest  sympathy.  When  the  hour  was  past  and 
the  very  messenger  who  was  to  carry  it  to  its  new  home 
and  forever  from  its  mother's  sight,  waited  at  the  door, 
Zobeide  hesitated,  perplexed  and  distressed  at  the  cruel 
necessity. 

"  Zobeide — Zobeide,  my  sister  !  "  pleaded  Abassa  ; 
"  I  pray  thee,  let  us  keep  the  child — at  least  until  the 
time  for  Harun's  return  draweth  more  near.  Oh,  sister! 
This  is  the  only  joy  my  life  will  ever  know,  and  when 
this  is  taken  from  me,  the  desert  in  summer  will  not  be 
more  desolate  and  arid  than  my  heart  without  my  child  ! 
Oh,  Zobeide  !"  Her  voice  was  choked  into  silence  by 
her  tears,  but  in  the  pause  a  stronger  advocate  pled  for 
her  with  the  queen.  Zobeide  stood  beside  the  princess, 
looking  down  with  pitying  eyes  upon  the  mother  and 
the  child  which  lay  quietly  in  her  lap.  As  a  hot  tear 
fell  upon  his  baby  face  he  looked  up  at  Abassa  inquir 
ingly  and  then  turned  his  great  eyes,  so  like  his  father's, 
to  the  queen.  He  searched  her  face  for  a  moment  with 
the  uncanny,  baby  gravity  which  always  stirred  her  heart 
with  passionate  memories  ;  then  a  tender  smile  crept  into 
his  little  face,  and,  raising  his  arms,  he  held  the.m  out  to 
Zobeide  in  a  resistless,  wordless  plea.  She  caught  him 
to  her  breast  and  smothered  him  with  kisses,  her  tears 
baptising  him  into  his  race's  heritage  of  passion  and 
pain. 

"Thou  shalt  keep  him,  Abassa!"  she  said.  "Thou 
shalt  keep  the  boy  until  Harun  is  at  the  very  gates  !  " 
And  this  decision  she  adhered  to,  in  spite  of  Geber's 
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attempts  to  persuade  her  that  their  only  safety  lay  in 
the  immediate  removal  of  the  child.  By  his  wise  advice 
every  slave  who  had  learned  either  the  secret  itself,  or 
that  a  secret  existed,  had  been  sold  to  travelling  traders 
to  be  carried  into  distant  countries.  To  the  palace 
itself  it  had  been  given  out  that  the  babe  had  been  left 
to  Geber's  care  by  some  unfortunate  relatives  who  had 
paid  him  a  fortune  to  secure  their  secret.  It  caused  no 
surprise  that  the  queen  and  the  princess  should  be  inter 
ested  in  the  child  as  a  plaything,  since  it  was  the  charge 
of  Yacuta,  the  queen's  favourite.  The  deputy-governor, 
Hartama  ibn  Ayan,  was  in  constant  communication  with 
the  royal  camp  by  means  of  relays  of  couriers  and  the 
three  woman  relied  upon  these  to  give  warning  of  Harun's 
approach  in  time  to  safely  utilise  the  carefully  prepared 
plans  for  the  child's  removal. 

One  possibility,  however,  they  had  overlooked,  and 
Hartama  the  Governor  had  received  no  warning  when 
the  clatter  of  the  feet  of  horses  drew  him  to  an  upper 
window  and  he  saw  Jaafar  the  Barmek  alight,  followed 
by  his  scribe  Obeidah  ibn  Ali  and  a  small  escort  of 
soldiers.  Nor  was  he  aware  of  any  reason,  knowing 
Jaafar's  relation  to  the  khalif's  household,  why  he  should 
not  be  admitted  to  an  audience  with  the  queen,  since  he 
bore  despatches  to  her  from  the  khalif  marked  with 
haste.  Perhaps  some  surprise  would  have  been  aroused 
in  his  mind  could  he  have  heard  the  message  which 
Jaafar  whispered  into  the  page's  car,  "  Say  thou  to 
the  queen  that  a  messenger  from  Harun  the  Khalif 
humbly  desireth  to  present  his  despatches  to  her  in  per 
son  as  he  hath  been  commanded.  Say  thou  neither 
more  nor  less  than  that,  on  thy  head,  and  if  questioned 
further  say,  '  I  know  not.'  " 

Jaafar  knew  very  well  that  if  he  announced  his  name 
the  queen  would  receive  his  despatches,  but  not  him  ;  and 
his  starved  heart  forced  him  to  this  method  of  gaining  a 
glimpse  of  her  face  and  the  sound  of  her  voice  after  the 
outer  darkness  of  despair  in  which  he  had  been  living 
for  so  many  months. 

Therefore  it  happened  that  Jaafar,  silencing  the 
chamberlain  at  the  door,  who  would  have  announced  him, 
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with  the  magic  touch  of  gold,  entered  the  harem  suddenly 
upon  a  scene  which  would  have  delighted  an  artist  of  the 
far  land  of  Greece,  but  which  struck  him  dumb  with 
amazement.  Every  one  in  the  room  was  watching  so  in 
tently  the  pretty  play  in  the  centre  that  no  one  heard  him 
enter.  In  a  stream  of  quivering  sunlight  stood  Zobeide, 
her  cheeks  flushed  with  pleasure,  a  happy  smile  upon  her 
parted  lips  and  holding  in  her  round,  bare  arms  an  in 
fant  a  few  months  old  who  was  cooing  and  gurgling  rap 
turously  to  himself  as  he  grasped  vainly  at  the  elusive 
sunbeams  that  mocked  him  with  their  golden  shafts. 
Leaning  over  him  as  he  lay  in  the  queen's  arms  stood 
Abassa,  her  yearning  eyes  drinking  in  each  glance  and 
motion  and  sound  of  the  treasure  which  she  knew  would 
soon  be  lost  to  her  forever.  Yacuta  stood  a  little  behind 
the  two,  yet  as  much  absorbed  in  the  spectacle  as  either 
of  the  others.  Something  cold  touched  Jaafar's  heart, 
though  he  could  have  assigned  no  reason  for  the  sudden 
misgiving  that  assailed  him.  He  made  an  abrupt  move 
ment  and  at  the  sound  Abassa  turned  with  the  smile 
still  on  her  lips.  As  her  eyes  fell  upon  him  the  beauti 
ful  colour  ebbed  slowly  from  her  face  and  the  smile 
froze  and  stiffened  on  her  mouth  in  a  horrible  grin  of 
mortal  fear.  Her  tongue  articulated  no  words,  but  such 
an  atmosphere  of  terror  radiated  from  her  whole  being 
that  Zobeide  felt  it  and  turned  quickly  toward  her.  At 
sight  of  Jaafar  her  arms  nearly  relaxed  their  hold  upon 
the  child,  and  Yacuta  sprang  forward  to  catch  it  as 
she  saw  it  about  to  fall  ;  but  Zobeide  recovered  herself, 
clasped  the  boy  quickly  and  closely  against  her  breast 
and  so  stood,  her  great  eyes  fixed  on  Jaafar  with  a  thou 
sand  questions  and  reproaches  in  their  depth. 

"  How  hast  thou  entered  into  my  presence  thus,  my 
Lord  Jaafar,  unannounced  and  unbidden  ?"  she  asked 
sternly.  "  I  know  of  nothing  which  thou  canst  have  to 
say  to  me ;  and  as  for  thy  wife,  thou  canst  doubtless 
find  means  as  heretofore —  "  she  paused,  remembering 
the  presence  of  the  slaves,  and  motioning  them  sternly 
from  the  room.  Her  words  passed  over  Jaafar  like  a 
breath  of  wind.  He  took  a  step  toward  them  and  met 
the  queen's  cold,  angry  eyes. 
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"  Whose  child  is  that  ?  "  he  demanded,  in  a  hoarse  voice, 
scarce  recognisable  as  his  own. 

"  Surely  thou  shouldst  know  best,"  returned  Zobeide 
with  scorn.  Abassa  stood  motionless  in  the  same  posi 
tion,  as  if  she  had  lost  the  power  of  speech  or  motion. 

"  I — I — thou  meanest — "  he  stopped,  lost  in  horror. 

"Ay,  'tis  even  as  thou  dost  surmise,  though  I  see  no 
necessity  for  this  overacting  of  surprise.  'Tis  thine — 
thine  and  thy  wife,  Abassa's."  Jaafar  groaned  in  anguish. 

"  Something  told  me  the  truth  when  first  mine  eyes 
fell  upon  it !  Have  I  indeed  deserved  this  at  Thy  hands, 
oh  Allah,  who  art  called  the  Merciful  ?  "  The  horror  and 
despair  were  so  real  that  Zobeide  was  perplexed. 

"  Most  husbands  who  risk  their  lives  to  prove  the 
affection  they  bear  their  wives,  would  not  so  receive  a 
pledge  of  the  wife's  love  for  her  lord,"  she  said  with  re 
newed  scorn.  A  sudden  suspicion  awakened  in  Jaafar's 
mind.  He  bent  a  terrible  look  upon  Abassa,  under 
which  she  quailed  as  if  it  were  a  knife  which  threatened 
to  sheathe  itself  in  her  heart.  He  sprang  toward  her. 

"  Thou  hast  accomplished  this  also,  traitress,  temp 
tress !  "  he  cried,  half  beside  himself  as  he  recognised  the 
further  wrong  she  had  done  him.  "  By  what  foul  means 
hast  thou  so  wrought  upon  mankind  that  thou  dost  pass 
for  human  and  a  woman  ?  With  what  lying  tale  hast 
thou  so  deceived  the  queen?  Speak — I  will  know,  if  I 
wring  it  from  thee  with  thy  latest  breath  !"  He  caught 
her  wrist  and  dragged  her  to  the  queen's  feet.  Zobeide 
stood  looking  down  upon  her,  a  dawning  doubt  in  her 
eyes.  The  child  lay  quiet  in  her  arms,  his  solemn  eyes 
fixed  on  Jaafar,  who  shuddered  with  repulsion  as  he  saw 
it.  "Thou  shalt  tell  the  tale  with  thine  own  lips,  word 
for  word  alone,  or  thou  hast  seen  thy  last  sun  grow  golden 
in  the  sky  !  Haste  thee — the  story  must  not  wait 
long  in  the  telling  !  " 

She  winced  under  his  rough  fingers  and  moaned  a  little, 
but  she  dared  not  disobey  him.  She  looked  up  at  the 
queen  with  piteous  entreaty  in  her  face  and  moaned 
again  when  she  met  the  sternness  there. 

"  Thou  wilt  kill  me,  Zobeide — thou  wilt  kill  me  when 
thou  learnest  how  I  have  deceived  thee ;  but  oh,  it  was 
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for  love  of  him  !  He  loveth  me  not — he  hath  never  loved 
me,  though  I  die  for  love  of  him  !  He  hath  ever  refused 
to  break  the  ban  which  Harun  laid  upon  us.  That  last 
night—  She  broke  down  with  a  groan  of  shame  and 
fear.  "  Nay,  Jaafar,  have  pity  upon  me  !  I  cannot — I 
cannot !  " 

"  Thou  shalt !  "  There  was  no  relenting  in  Jaafar's 
voice,  for  there  is  nothing  so  cruel  as  the  hate  of  a  man 
for  the  unloved  woman  who  has  wronged  him.  She 
moaned  again  at  the  pressure  of  his  fingers  on  her  bruised 
wrist. 

"  The  last  night  before  the  army  marched  away,  his 
mother,  the  Lady  Opheirah,  sent  me  to  him  disguised  as 
a  slave,  and  he,  being  half  overcome  with  wine  and 
crazed  with  some  hidden  grief,  so  that  he  scarce  knew 
what  he  did — "  Again  she  faltered,  and  suddenly  Zobeide 
spoke. 

"  'Tis  enough,"  she  said  firmly.  "  I  see  the  truth. 
Loose  thy  fingers  from  her  wrist."  A  warm  colour  had 
crept  back  into  her  pale  face.  Abassa  could  not  know 
that,  instead  of  the  terrible  torrent  of  anger  which  she 
had  expected,  a  feeling  almost  of  gratitude  filled  the 
queen's  heart.  By  her  confession  she  had  restored  to 
Zobeide  her  faith  in  the  man  she  loved,  and  so  sweet  a 
peace,  so  exultant  a  joy,  replaced  the  dreary  pain  and 
pressure  in  her  heart,  that  in  that  moment  she  felt  able 
to  forgive  the  real  wrong  which  Abassa  had  contrived 
and  the  deceit  which  she  had  practised  upon  her. 

"  'Tis  not  for  me  to  condemn  her,  who  am  a  woman," 
she  said,  almost  with  gentleness,  "  nor  yet  for  thee  ! " 
She  looked  with  directness  into  Jaafar's  eyes  as  she  said 
these  words.  "  Rise,  Abassa.  Thou  hast  sinned,  but 
thou  hast  also  suffered,  and  I  will  still  protect  thee.  Thy 
punishment  lieth  herein  mine  arms,  for  surely  thou  canst 
find  no  comfort  in  thy  child  while  he  looketh  at  thee 
with  his  father's  eyes  ! — Thou  art  ill  !  "  Abassa  swayed 
and  leaned  heavily  upon  the  arm  which  Yacuta  instinc 
tively  threw  around  her.  "  Take  the  princess  to  her  own 
apartment,  Yacuta,  and  give  her  to  the  care  of  the  faith 
ful  Zeineb  ;  then  return  thou  here." 

Yacuta  obeyed,  though  in  her  heart  was  none  of  the 
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forgiving  spirit  which  animated  the  queen.  Instead,  she 
hated  Abassa  at  that  moment  far  more  deeply  than  she 
hated  her  real  rival,  the  queen,  and  while  she  led  the 
half-fainting  woman  away,  she  was  planning  a  revenge  in 
her  mind. 

When  they  were  alone,  Zobeide  looked  down  at  the 
burden  she  carried.  The  child  was  rosily  asleep,  and  as 
she  smiled  a  little  spasm  of  pain  contracted  her  mouth 
for  a  moment. 

"Thy  child,  Jaafar!"  she  said  softly.  "Therefore 
have  I  loved  him  and  spared  her.  Her  punishment 
seemeth  great — and  yet — I  know  not  !  This  only  do  I 
know  !  If  the  child  lay  thus  in  my  glad  arms,  Jaafar, 
and  were  mine — and  thine — born  in  holy  wedded  joy, 
earth  could  not  ask  of  me  a  price  I  would  not  pay,  and 
Fate  had  recompensed  me  royally  for  the  wrong  she 
wrought  me  when  she  made  me  queen  ! " 


CHAPTER  XXIII 

Sabla,  thou  saw'st  the  exulting  foe 

In  fancied  triumph  crowned. — JAAFAR  IBN  ALBA. 

Winds  were  blowing,  waters  flowing, 
We  heard  the  steeds  to  battle  going, 
Aloud  the  hollow  bugle  blowing. — TENNYSON. 

MAN'S  first  upward  step  in  the  history  of  civilisation 
was  a  cry  of  loneliness  in  his  needs  ;  the  second,  when  he 
became  gregarious  in  his  pleasures. 

The  germ  of  the  modern  club  was  sown  by  the  Em 
peror  Numa,  who  fostered  and  encouraged  the  new  plant 
that  in  its  growth  it  might  cover  the  barriers  at  first  ex 
isting  between  the  Romans  and  Sabines  in  the  new-born 
state.  We  have  the  testimony  of  Aristotle  that  in 
Greece  clubs  were  first  founded  by  the  gathering  together 
of  men  following  the  same  occupations,  who  met  for  social 
pleasures  and  to  offer  sacrifices  to  their  gods.  From  the 
eight  craft-guilds  formed  in  the  time  of  Numa  sprang  so 
many  offshoots  and  variations  that  they  were  at  last  di 
vided  into  four  classes;  for  religious,  political,  and  com 
mercial  purposes,  and  those  purely  for  society  and  pleas 
ure.  At  Rhodes  a  club  existed  exclusively  for  the  public 
slaves  of  the  government  and  at  Salamis  one  was  founded 
for  women.  The  club  laws  were  founded  upon  the  civil 
institutions  and  rapidly  became  an  appreciable  influence 
in  the  formation  of  the  national  character. 

With  increasing  wealth  and  power  in  Arabia  came  an 
increase  of  luxury  in  habit,  and  by  this  nation  more  than 
by  any  other  were  the  pleasures  and  privileges  of  club 
life  appreciated  and  developed.  Since  true  art  was  stunt 
ed  and  crippled  in  Arabia  by  their  religion,  those  who 
might  under  natural  conditions  have  been  artists  became 
poets,  orators,  or  theologians,  the  clubs  and  the  baths 
became  the  stage  which  set  their  talents  before  the  public, 
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and  therefore  any  public  event  of  interest  found  the  lei 
sure  class  of  the  city  gathered  at  these  places  to  repeat 
and  discuss  it. 

To-day  there  was  but  one  topic  of  conversation  through 
out  the  city — Harun's  return  from  reducing  the  rebellious 
Nicephorus;  but  this  topic  was  almost  inexhaustible  in 
its  details.  A  party  of  middle-aged  and  sober  officials  in 
one  corner  of  the  largest  and  most  luxurious  club  in 
the  city  were  discussing  the  bearings  of  the  war  upon  the 
taxation  of  their  own  district.  In  another  part  of 
the  room  an  orator  was  declaiming  patriotically  upon  the 
greatness  of  the  kingdom,  the  power  of  her  army  and 
especially  the  talent  of  her  orators.  In  a  secluded  corner 
a  motesib,  or  inspector  of  weights,  ^diJikan  of  a  neighbour 
ing  village  who  had  come  to  the  city  to  gather  details 
of  the  war  news,  and  a  wall*  of  some  petty  province, 
were  exchanging  opinions  upon  the  probable  fate  of 
the  prisoners  which  Harun  had  brought  in  his  train. 

"  One,  I  have  heard,  is  a  Christian  bishop  for  whom 
Harun  demandeth  a  high  ransom.  Harun  loveth  neither 
the  Christians  nor  the  Jews  of  late.  It  would  not  sur 
prise  me,  were  persecutions  to  arise  soon  like  unto  those 
of  Rome.  The  two  sects  begin  to  swarm  about  the  streets 
until  blue  and  yellow  turbans  fairly  outnumber  the 
white  ones.  The  Descendant  of  the  Prophet  must  look 
to  it  or  the  Prophet's  followers  will  be  crowded  from  their 
own  land."  The  governor  shook  his  head  dolefully. 

"  I  heard  but  this  morning,"  remarked  the  dihkan% 
11  that  the  great  astrologer  Geber  hath  paid  to  the  khalif 
two  thousand  dinars  as  ransom  for  this  bishop  of  whom 
thou  speakest.  I  knew  not  before  that  the  red  turban  of 
the  Magian  had  an  affinity  for  the  blue  turban  of  the 
Christian." 

"Astrologers  are  not  governed  by  the  laws  of  other 
men,"  replied  the  motesib.  "  Hast  thou  heard  the  last 
tale  of  the  two  rival  wise  men  in  the  palace,  Sanabud  and 
Ocba-Yezid  ?  "  Then  I  will  tell  it  thee.  Thou  knowest 
the  rivalry  between  them  and  how  one  sometimes  gaineth 
the  ascendency  by  a  clever  stroke  and  then  the  other. 
Lately  a  kadi  unjustly  sentenced  a  poor  wretch  to  death 
*  Wall — Governor. 
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and  denied  him  the  privilege  of  appeal  to  Harun.  The 
prisoner  fortunately  escaped  and  fled  to  Sanabud  for  pro 
tection. 

"  '  It  will  be  difficult  to  hide  thee,'  said  Sanabud,  '  for 
doubtless  mine  enemy  Ocba-Yezid  will  be  set  to  find  thee, 
and  his  power  is  nearly  equal  to  mine  own.  However, 
thou  shalt  obey  me  implicitly  and  I  will  do  my  best.' 

"  Then  he  placed  a  golden  mortar  reversed,  in  the  cen 
tre  of  a  brass  cauldron,  and  seating  the  man  upon  it,  he 
filled  the  cauldron  with  blood  up  to  his  chin." 

"And  did  Harun  find  him  ?  " 

"Thereby  hangs  the  story.  Harun  called  Ocba-Yezid 
and  bade  him  find  the  escaped  prisoner  and  after  the  as 
trologer  had  exhausted  all  his  arts  in  vain,  he  at  last  dis 
covered  him  and  said  to  Harun  :  '  I  see  the  man  whom 
thou  seekest,  oh  Delight  of  Allah  !  He  sitteth  on  a  golden 
island  in  the  middle  of  a  sea  of  blood  and  is  surrounded 
by  walls  of  brass.'  Thou  mayest  imagine  that  Harun 
knew  not  what  to  make  of  this  and  called  his  other  as 
trologer  Sanabud,  who  said,  'Yea,  oh  King,  I  can  tell 
thee  where  to  find  the  man,  but  he  is  innocent  of  the 
charge  against  him.'  Having  proved  the  man's  inno 
cence,  he  brought  him  before  Harun  who  questioned  him 
as  to  where  he  had  been  hidden.  Learning  the  clever 
ness  which  both  his  astrologers  had  shown,  Harun  ap 
pointed  them  to  equal  positions  in  his  service,  that 
there  might  be  no  more  rivalry  between  them." 

Two  young  nobles,  reclining  upon  the  velvet  divans  and 
nibbling  daintily  at  the  sweetmeats  served  them  by  their 
female  pages,  were  also  discussing  the  prisoners. 

"  Shalt  thou  buy  any  of  tlie  slaves  that  Harun  hath 
brought  home  with  him?  "  asked  one  of  his  friend,  Afshed. 

"  I  saw  none  this  morning  that  I  could  desire  to  pur 
chase,"  replied  Afshed  languidly.  "  I  passed  through  the 
market  as  I  came  from  the  mosque,  that  I  might  bid  for 
one  if  I  saw  any  to  please  my  fancy  ;  but  for  the  most 
part,  these  Greeks  please  me  not.  They  are  too  massive 
and  cold,  like  their  own  statues.  Then  also  they  do  not 
easily  become  reconciled  to  our  woman's  life  in  the  harem 
as  do  the  Turkish  women  or  the  Egyptians  or  even  the 
Circassians.  They  pine  for  the  bold  freedom  they  en- 
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joyed  in  their  chilly  isles  and  sometimes  one  that  is  more 
stubborn  dieth  of  it  and  then  thou  hast  lost  thy  price." 

"  I  have  an  infallible  remedy  for  the  cases  which  pine 
for  their  freedom." 

"Whipping,  or  the  torture?  Both  spoil  the  slave's 
value  and  at  best  the  cure  is  doubtful,  for  it  is  astonish 
ing  how  these  free-born  Greeks  cling  to  their  free  no 
tions." 

"  Nay,  I  never  whip  a  female  slave,  unless  for  a  revenge 
which  may  be  dearer  to  me  than  the  dinars  I  paid  for  her. 
When  I  would  cure  a  slave  of  pining,  I  teach  her  to  love 
me.  'Tis  simple  and  worketh  like  an  astrologer's  charm. 
She  then  becometh  such  a  slave  as  no  purchase-money 
can  make  her,  and  if  one  of  these  well-born  Greek  maid 
ens  but  give  thee  her  love,  thou  enterest  a  Paradise  of 
wit  and  learning  and  all  true  companionship,  such  as  one 
may  not  dream  with  our  Arab  maidens  who  remain  igno 
rant  as  young  children  to  their  death." 

"And  if  by  any  mischance  she  should  not  learn  to  love 
thee  ?  "  suggested  Afshed  with  irony. 

"  If  that  should  indeed  happen — which,  praise  to  Allah, 
hath  never  happened  yet — then  I  would  speedily  sell  the 
girl." 

"  But  if  all  thy  slaves  love  thee  as  a  woman  loveth  her 
lover,  thy  house  must  be  constantly  filled  with  the  dis 
cord  of  their  jealousies." 

"  I  have  also  a  remedy  for  that,"  returned  the  other 
with  the  complacence  of  invulnerable  conceit.  "  She  who 
maketh  the  complaint — not  the  one  who  may  have 
offended,  murkest  thou,  but  the  one  who  maketh  the 
complaint,  is  driven  from  my  presence  for  a  month." 

Among  the  various  other  groups  that  filled  the  great 
room  with  a  murmur  of  voices,  was  one  formed  of  faces 
with  which  we  are  familiar.  The  voice  of  Merwan  rose 
for  a  moment  above  the  sound  of  the  lutes  played  by 
musicians  hidden  behind  curtains  of  scarlet  silk  at  one  end 
of  the  room.  He  was  speaking  to  Khataba  ibn  Hassan 
and  his  hand  still  rested  upon  the  shoulder  of  a  smooth 
faced,  honest-eyed  lad  whom  he  had  just  introduced  as 
his  cousin  Buzur  Djumher,  who  had  come  to  the  city  to 
enter  the  College  of  Baghdad  as  a  student  under  Geber. 
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"  Didst  them  see  Fadhl  the  Barmek  in  the  Street  of  the 
Tailors  to-day  ?  I  would  we  could  hear  how  he  fared  at 
the  court  of  the  mighty  Charlemagne  with  his  clock  and 
whether  those  barbarians  of  the  north  are  really  of  such 
great  stature  as  we  have  heard." 

"  When  Ibrahim  cometh  we  shall  learn,  for  he  hath 
been  with  Jaafar  in  the  Barmek's  palace  but  yesterday," 
returned  Khataba  ibn  Hassan.  "  The  ambassador  also 
whom  Harun  sent  to  the  Emperor  of  the  Chinese  hath 
returned  and  friendly  relations  are  now  established  upon 
the  borders  of  the  Oxus.  Never  hath  man  heard  such 
tales  as  this  returned  emissary  telleth,  of  paper  houses, 
eyes  that  point  skyward  at  the  corners  and  women  who 
have  no  feet  to  stand  upon  !  Even  the  khalif  looked 
doubtful  of  his  truth  at  some  of  the  wondrous  things  he 
described.  The  emperor  named  Harun  in  his  own  out 
landish  tongue,  as  'Calun.'  ' 

"  Knowest  thou  what  reply  hath  been  returned  by  the 
emissary  from  Charles  the  Great  ?  "  asked  Isa  ibn  Musa 
of  Kowaled  al  Rabia,  a  captain  of  horse  in  Harun's  vic 
torious  army. 

"  Jaafar's  scribe,  Obeidah  ibn  Ali,  hath  told  me  that 
Harun  dismissed  the  three  of  them,  two  Christians  and  a 
Jew,  with  costly  gifts  of  elephants,  rare  ornaments  and  a 
clock  only  less  in  value  than  the  one  he  sent  to  Charle 
magne  himself.  Charles,  thou  knowest,  sought  permis 
sion  for  his  pilgrims  to  pass  through  Harun's  dominions 
in  the  west  on  their  way  to  the  Holy  Land,  and  Harun 
replied  with  some  grimness,  for  thou  knowest  he  hath 
gained  no  love  for  the  Christians  of  late,  that  he  would 
give  free  and  unmolested  passage  to  every  Christian  in 
his  kingdom  who  desired  to  leave  it,  but  that  if  he 
allowed  more  to  add  themselves  to  the  hordes  which  have 
already  spread  themselves  over  his  dominions  like  locusts 
upon  ripe  corn,  he  feared  that  the  only  room  left  him 
whereon  he  might  raise  his  throne,  would  be  upon  a  heap 
of  blue  turbans." 

"  Thou  remindest  me — why  cometh  Obeidah  the 
scribe  no  more  to  the  club  and  the  bath  as  was  his  cus 
tom  before  he  went  to  war?  Surely  his  honors  have  not 
turned  his  head  ?  " 
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"  Something  hath  truly  changed  him,"  admitted  Mer- 
wan,  shaking  his  head,  "  but  I  know  not  what  it  may  be. 
He  hath  grown  lean  and  jaundiced  and  looketh  at  life 
through  a  sullen  eye.  Yet  it  angereth  him  sorely  to  be 
questioned.  Perchance  some  false  woman  hath  shrivelled 
his  heart.  Surely,  no  man,  had  there  been  a  woman  to 
value  his  life,  would  have  risked  it  day  by  day  with  his 
foolhardiness.  Those  who  saw  his  deeds  are  lost  in  ad 
miration  of  his  bravery,  but  I  would  instead  define  it  as 
despair.  Kowaled — thou  sawst  the  act — tell  them  how 
he  won  the  walled  city  of  Lystra  when  the  bravest  of  the 
troops  had  failed  and  failed  again  !" 

"  I  have  told  thee  already,"  objected  Kowaled. 

"Our  friends  here  have  not  heard  it ;  and  as  for  me — 
such  a  deed  as  his  will  bear  the  second  telling." 

"Twice  that  day  the  flower  of  all  the  army  under 
Jaafar  himself  had  gained  the  very  walls  of  the  city,  and 
twice  we  had  been  driven  back  into  the  plain  by  that 
fearful  liquid  fire  which  the  Greek  dogs  know  so  well  how 
to  use.  Never  hath  the  Father  of  Evil  taught  his  chil 
dren  a  better  means  whereby  to  strike  terror  to  the  hearts 
of  the  bravest  soldiers  than  is  this  indescribable  torment 
of  fire  and  oil  combined. — I  hear  that  Geber  instructed 
the  College  in  its  ingredients  since  the  return  of  the 
army,"  he  added,  turning  to  the  student  lad.  "  Canst 
thou  tell  us,  young  sir,  what  fiend's  ladle  hath  stirred  the 
cauldron  in  which  it  was  brewed  ?" 

"  I  know  not  if  I  can  remember  all  his  words,"  replied 
the  boy,  blushing  modestly.  "  He  said  it  was  formed  of 
bitumen,  pitch  from  the  evergreen  tree,  naphtha  and  a  new 
element  which  he  hath  himself  just  discovered  and  callcth 
'  sulpHur.'  Whatever  else  it  containcth  I  know  not." 

"  Did  they  pour  the  stuff  upon  thy  heads,  Al  Rabia  ?  " 
asked  Khataba. 

"Ay,  upon  our  heads  as  we  stood  upon  the  scaling 
ladders  or  close  under  the  walls;  but  not  that  alone. 
They  shot  it  among  us  while  we  were  yet  afar  off,  in  red- 
hot  balls  of  iron  that  exploded  among  us  with  a  fearful 
noise  and  a  blinding  smoke,  followed  by  a  scalding  flnme 
that  set  fire  to  the  dry  grass  and  drove  us  before  it  like 
beasts  of  the  wilderness  before  a  simoom.  They  sent  it 
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among  our  animals  by  arrows  twisted  with  flax  and  tow, 
and  these  fled,  bearing  whole  companies  of  the  army  with 
them  at  some  critical  moment  in  the  battle.  They  blew 
it  through  long  copper  tubes,  protruding  from  the  mouths 
of  hideously  fashioned  monsters  that  seemed  to  grin  at 
the  destruction  which  they  compassed  with  their  hellish 
breaths.  Water  only  quickened  its  flame  and  naught 
served  to  extinguish  it  but  vinegar  and  sand." 

"  But  about  the  scribe  Obeidah,"  suggested  Merwan. 

"As  I  have  told  thee,"  continued  Kowaled  with  a 
severe  glance  at  the  interruption,  "twice  that  day  were 
we  repulsed  by  the  Greek  fire  and  when  night  came  upon 
us  we  lay  out  of  their  longest  range  exhausted,  while  the 
best  soldiers  in  the  army  lay  dead  before  their  walls,  or 
groaning  in  scalded  agony  where  we  dared  not  venture 
to  their  aid.  I  was  one  of  Harun's  guard  as  he  walked 
around  the  camp,  for  thou  knowest  that  our  great  com 
mander  doth  trust  but  little  to  his  subordinates  which  he 
is  himself  able  to  oversee.  The  more  he  saw  of  the  suf 
fering  of  the  poor  burned  creatures,  the  more  terrible 
became  his  anger.  Suddenly  a  figure  that  had  been 
moving  away  from  our  approach,  stumbled  over  a  stone 
and  barely  saved  himself  from  a  heavy  fall.  At  the 
movement  a  man  sprang  out  from  among  the  tents  and 
with  a  most  dexterous  throw — for  the  distance  was  great 
— buried  a  javelin  in  the  first  man's  heart.  Harun  strode 
toward  the  slayer  in  a  rage  and  caught  his  shoulder  in  a 
grip  of  steel. 

"  '  Who  art  thou,'  he  cried,  '  who  doth  dare  to  slay  the 
king's  soldiers  before  the  king's  eyes?'  Thou  mayst 
imagine  my  dismay  when  in  the  culprit  I  recognised  our 
friend  Obeidah.  He  looked  at  the  khalif  without  fear. 
Thou  knowest  that  I  never  held  with  many  of  ye  that 
Obeidah  was  cowardly.  I  have  found  that  these  quiet 
scholars  who  seek  to  avoid  unnecessary  personal  combat 
are  often  more  courageous  at  heart  than  the  blusterer  who 
would  test  his  metal  against  every  weakling  he  can  rouse 
to  battle  with  him.  'Tis  like  the  timid  gaze-hound  that 
when  roused  is  more  terrible  in  its  fury — 

"Ay,  friend  Kowaled,  but  the  story — the  story  !  "  cried 
his  listeners.  "  What  of  Obeidah  and  the  khalif?  " 
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"  Thou  must  allow  the  story-teller  his  digressions,"  re 
turned  Kowaled  unmoved,  "  for  they  ornament  and  make 
clear  the  story.  Thou  canst  not  come  at  the  heart  of  the 
fruit  until  thou  hast  cut  through  the  rind.  Obeidah,  as 
I  have  related,  showed  no  fear,  but  replied  quietly,  though 
Harun's  anger  burned  in  his  eyes  like  living  coals. 

"  '  Lord  of  the  earth,  if  thou  wilt  examine  the  man,  thou 
wilt  find  him  to  be  a  spy.  He  was  about  to  escape  to 
the  city  with  such  news  as  he  had  gathered  while  in  the 
camp  in  the  disguise  of  a  Christian.' 

"  '  If  that  be  true,'  cried  Harun,  '  thou  mayst  name  thine 
own  reward?'  We  turned  the  slain  man  over  where  he 
had  fallen  and  lay  motionless  upon  his  face.  He  was 
dressed  in  all  respects  as  a  Christian. 

"  '  How  canst  thou  know  him  to  be  a  spy  ?  '  asked 
Harun  doubtingly. 

" '  Thou  seest,  O  Prince,'  replied  Obeidah,  '  that  he  is 
clad  as  a  Christian,  and  for  several  hours  he  hath  pro 
fessed  around  our  fires  the  faith  of  that  sect  ;  but  I 
noted  a  little  stiffness  in  his  pious  tongue  and  in  his 
prayers  for  the  wounded  and  dying,  and  a  hesitating 
modesty  in  addressing  his  God,  which  these  Christians 
are  not  commonly  afflicted  with.  Therefore  I  followed 
him  unseen  as  he  crept  away  at  thy  approach,  and  as  he 
stumbled  over  the  stone,  he  hurt  his  foot  and  cried  out 
under  his  breath,  "  By  Zeus  and  Hermes,  I  would  that 
Cerberus  might  gnaw  thee  to  powder !  "  Therefore  I  knew 
him  to  be  a  Greek  and  no  Christian  at  all,  for  Christians 
are  forbidden  all  forms  of  an  oath.'  Harun  commanded 
that  the  body  be  stripped  and  above  his  left  breast  was  a 
sign  pricked  into  his  skin  which  showed  him  to  be  a  priest 
of  the  temple  of  Jupiter  from  within  the  city  walls. 

"  Then  Harun  asked  of  Obeidah  what  he  desired  for  his 
reward,  and  the  scribe  spoke  boldly  and  asked  for  a  strange 
thing. 

"  '  Command  for  six  hours  of  a  sufficient  body  of  men 
to  enable  me  to  take  yonder  city ! '  he  said. 

"  '  Truly,  thou  art  not  overly  modest,  young  man,'  re 
plied  Harun,  'to  think  that  thou  canst  accomplish  that 
in  which  I  and  the  entire  army  have  twice  failed.  I  might 
as  well  give  thee  command  of  the  army  at  once  ! ' 
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"  '  Nay,  Sire  ;  'tis  by  reason  of  thy  failure  that  I  shall 
succeed,'  returned  Obeidah  humbly, and  he  then  divulged 
a  plan  of  such  exceeding  daring  and  boldness  that  my 
breath  failed  me  as  I  listened.  Harun  listened  in  silence 
and  thought  long  before  he  spoke. 

"  '  I  have  promised  thee  and  thou  shalt  have  thy  way. 
It  may  be  that  thou  wilt  succeed.  Thou  shalt  ask  for 
volunteers  to  accompany  thee,  and  if  indeed  thou  shouldst 
bring  these  dogs  to  bay  for  mercy  at  my  feet — '  then  he 
paused  and  smiled.  '  Nay,  I  will  make  no  more  rash 
promises  concerning  rewards  to  such  fire-caters  as  thou  ! ' 

"  By  good  fortune  I  was  allowed  to  accompany  Obeidah, 
and  in  an  hour's  time  we  were  approaching  the  city  walls. 
The  blackness  of  the  night  was  well  fitted  for  our  enter 
prise.  Once  as  we  crept  among  the  bodies  of  the  slain  a 
Greek  robber  of  the  dead  rose  up  almost  from  beneath 
my  very  feet,  but  I  gave  him  no  time  even  to  cry  out. 
We  wore  no  mail  and  the  only  weapons  which  we  carried 
were  short  swords,  bare  in  our  hands.  At  last  we  halted 
directly  beneath  the  walls  and  here  Obeidah  listened  long 
to  the  noises  within  the  city.  We  could  hear  that  there 
was  singing  and  carousing,  for  these  Greeks  celebrate  their 
victories,  not  as  do  the  Moslems,  with  prayer  and  public 
thanksgivings  in  the  mosques,  but  with  idolatrous  sacri 
fices  to  their  many  gods  and  with  much  drunkenness  and 
levity,  and  Obeidah  had  shrewdly  counted  upon  this.  The 
greater  number  of  his  men  were  hidden  among  the  heaped 
bodies  of  the  slain,  close  beside  the  great  gate.  The  rest 
drew  over  their  bodies  the  skins  of  the  wild  clogs  of  the 
plains  upon  which  we  slept  in  our  tents.  Hidden  under 
these,  we  crept  step  by  step  nearer  to  the  city  wall  which 
was  fortunately  surrounded  only  by  a  dry  moat,  for  the 
Greeks  relied  upon  their  rain  of  fire  to  keep  the  scaling 
ladders  from  the  walls. 

"  At  last  the  creeping  figure  of  Obeidah  who  was  directly 
ahead  of  me,  paused  at  the  foot  of  the  wall  beside  the 
tower  which  topped  the  south  gate  of  the  city.  Just 
then  a  voice  spoke  directly  above  us.  Here  in  the  City 
of  Peace  it  is  thought  to  be  beneath  one  to  be  acquainted 
with  any  language  but  one's  own,  which  is  the  tongue  of 
Paradise,  and  therefore  thy  slaves  are  made  thy  interpre- 
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ters  when  thou  wouldst  converse  with  another  nation  ; 
but  with  us  soldiers  it  becometh  a  necessity  to  know  also 
the  tongue  of  our  enemies,  else  were  we  constantly  be 
trayed  and  confused,  especially  with  these  Greek  swine 
with  whom  we  are  so  constantly  at  war.  Therefore  were 
the  words  of  the  guard  upon  the  wall  understood  by  the 
greater  number  of  us,  and  we  trembled  and  crouched 
lower,  expecting  every  moment  to  feel  the  icy  tooth  of 
the  Greek  fire  eat  into  our  vitals. 

"'  I  thought  I  heard  something  move  below  the  wall, 
comrade,'  said  one  voice.  '  Bring  a  light,  to  see  that  the 
enemy  doth  not  creep  upon  us  while  we  make  merry.' 

"  '  They  have  had  enough  for  one  day,  I  dare  vow  !  ' 
returned  another  voice.  '  Charon  hath  ferried  many  a 
follower  of  the  false  prophet  across  the  dark  river  to-day. 
'Twas  music  to  hear  their  shrieks  when  the  fire  struck 
them.  Well,  well  !  I  will  bring  a  light  if  thou  dost  so 
insist  ! ' 

"  He  brought  a  torch  and  held  it  as  far  down  the  side  of 
the  wall  as  he  could  reach.  The  flame  threw  a  lurid, 
shadowy  light  into  the  moat  where  we  crouched  among 
the  dead.  Then  I  felt  a  signalling  touch  from  Obeidah 
and  at  once  we  began  to  move  slowly  among  the  bodies. 

" '  Thou  art  right,  comrade  !  '  cried  he  who  held  the 
torch.  'Something  that  hath  life  moveth  down  there 
among  the  dead.  Bring  some  of  the  deadly  fire  and  if  it 
be  the  enemy  their  bones  will  soon  bleach  among  their 
fellows  !  ' 

"  At  that  instant  there  was  a  sudden  sound  beside  me 
that  made  me  spring  away  in  a  sudden  fright.  I  vow  to 
thee,  friends,  that  had  I  not  known  that  the  scribe  Obeidah 
was  hid  beneath  the  skin  at  my  side,  I  had  been  sure  that 
the  wild  dog  had  reclaimed  its  own  hide,  so  fearfully  nat 
ural  was  the  wild  beast's  snarl  that  issued  from  it.  And 
then  we  all  fell  to  gnawing,  as  had  been  arranged,  the 
dry  crusts  provided  to  us,  with  all  the  noise  we  could 
compass.  It  had  a  gruesome  sound,  even  to  mine  own 
ears,  and  Obeidah  failed  not  to  snarl  if  one  of  us  ap 
proached  him  too  nearly.  It  was  a  bold  and  dangerous 
ruse,  but  it  succeeded.  The  guard  above  listened  and 
at  last  one  of  them  cried,  '  Hold  !  Do  not  waste  the  pre- 
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clous  fire  on  beasts,  for  it  groweth  scarce  in  the  city  and 
we  shall  need  it  for  the  attack  to-morrow.  These  are  the 
wolves  that  infest  the  plains,  and  the  creatures  are  good 
scavengers.  When  they  are  done  there  will  be  the  less  to 
dispose  of  when  we  are  through  with  these  vile  Moslem 
dogs."  The  other  soldier  hissed  a  curse  upon  both  the 
Moslems  and  the  wolves  and  launched  a  javelin  at  the 
nearest  of  the  pretended  dogs.  It  pinned  the  hand  of  a 
brave  young  soldier  to  the  earth,  but  as  the  two  soldiers 
moved  away,  he  drew  it  from  the  wound  without  a  sound 
and  binding  up  his  hand,  he  seized  his  sword  and  made 
ready  to  follow  Obeidah.  The  worst  was  now  past — " 

"The  worst,  sayeth  thou  !"  cried  one  of  his  audience 
in  astonishment.  "  When  ye  all  lay  in  a  dry  ditch  out 
side  a  wall  and  without  the  ladders  whereby  to  scale  it!" 

"  Now  cometh  the  cleverness  of  the  brave  scribe  more 
clearly  to  be  seen,"  continued  Kowaled  triumphantly. 
"  It  is  true  we  had  brought  no  scaling-ladders,  but  we 
possessed  the  ladders  nevertheless.  When  the  soldiers 
were  gone  and  we  knew  that  for  a  few  moments  at  least 
we  should  be  safe,  we  drew  quickly  together  and  threw 
away  our  skins.  Then  one  after  the  other  climbing  up, 
we  formed  a  pyramid,  one  upon  the  other's  shoulders, 
the  heaviest  and  strongest  at  the  bottom  and  the  light 
est,  which  was  Obeidah  himself,  at  the  top.  But  mark 
ye,  friends,  we  did  not  stand  upon  each,  other's  shoul 
ders,  but  each  bestrode  the  other  in  a  sitting  posture,  so 
that  when  Obeidah  gave  the  signal  and  clambered  upon 
the  wall,  each  below  him  stood  upright  and  reached  the 
top  one  after  the  other  with  the  rise  of  the  column. 

"  When  all  were  up  that  could  reach  the  height  of  the 
wall,  we  hastened  to  the  stair  that  led  down  into  the  city. 
Here  at  the  top  was  the  guard-house  wherein  were 
gathered  over  their  wine  the  guard  set  to  watch  the  wall 
for  the  night.  They  had  no  time  for  outcry  or  alarm 
before  they  were  silenced  forever.  Then  we  crept  down 
the  stair  and  fell  suddenly  upon  the  guard  at  the  gate. 
Naught  but  the  surprise  of  our  sudden  attack  from  so 
unexpected  a  quarter  gave  us  an  advantage,  for  they 
were  greater  than  we  in  numbers  and  sober.  Moreover, 
they  were  in  armour,  and  we  were  unprotected,  save  for 
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our  mantles  wound  about  our  arms  instead  of  shields, 
and  we  were  also  unarmed,  but  for  the  daggers  in  our 
belts  and  the  short  swords  in  our  hands.  We  well  knew 
that  it  would  need  but  a  moment  to  decide  our  victory 
or  defeat,  so  we  fell  on  them  instantly,  each  to  his  man. 
As  the  first  blow  fell  the  alarm  sounded,  and  in  reply  we 
heard  the  hollow  pounding  in  the  distance  of  running 
feet,  swelling  in  volume  as  the  sound  drew  nearer  and 
the  numbers  greater.  The  knave  who  had  fallen  to  my 
lot  was  quicker  than  I.  He  dodged  my  blow  and  nearly 
had  me  spitted  on  his  spear  before  I  could  recover  my 
self.  Obeidah  next  me,  stood  with  his  back  to  the  wall, 
parrying  with  wondrous  dexterity  the  thrusts  of  two 
Greeks  who  watched  savagely  for  the  opportunity  to  end 
his  career  with  a  blow.  His  blade  flashed  here  and  there, 
around  and  around,  like  summer  lightning  in  a  ragged 
sky.  He  too  heard  the  running  feet. 

"  '  The  key !  '  he  gasped.  '  Open  the  gate  for  our  com 
rades,  or  we  are  lost  ! '  My  sword,  as  thou  knowest,  is 
of  the  finest  Damascus  steel,  curved  and  broad  to  give 
it  weight  in  cutting.  There  was  no  time  for  further 
parrying  ;  an  instant  must  lose  or  gain  all.  I  gathered 
all  the  strength  of  which  I  have  boasted  for  so  many 
years,  not  perchance  without  some  justice,  and  smote 
the  man  before  me.  I  cut  through  his  spear,  his  casque 
and  his  neck,  and  the  headless  body  stood  upright  for  a 
moment  in  its  place,  before  it  fell.  The  key  !  A  soldier 
turned  the  corner  of  the  street  beyond  us,  followed  by 
another  and  another — the  whole  army  of  Greece  seemed 
upon  us.  The  guard-room  of  the  gate  house  was  empty 
and  no  key  hung  upon  its  inner  wall.  The  key  might 
be  hidden  upon  any  one  in  that  tumbled  heap  of  bloody 
Greeks  that  lay  before  the  gate.  I  heard  our  own 
comrades  without,  pounding  upon  the  gate  which  I  was 
powerless  to  open.  We  were  to  be  cut  down  and  our 
project  defeated  within  a  moment's  reach  of  victory. 
It  hath  taken  me  many  minutes  to  relate  all  this,  friends, 
but  that  distracted  agony  of  search  which  seemed  then 
to  occupy  a  lifetime,  took  in  reality  but  the  moment  of 
time  in  which  a  man  might  run  scarcely  ten  feet,  but 
that  moment  was  long  enough,  however,  to  turn  the 
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Prophet's  lock  from  black  to  grey."  He  removed  the 
turban  from  his  head,  fold  by  fold,  and  displayed  the 
lock  which  followers  of  the  Prophet  left  uncut  in 
the  centre  of  their  shaven  heads,  and  which  was  called 
the  Prophet's  lock  or  tuft.  It  was  nearly  white. 

"  Here,  girl — bring  me  more  sherbet,  and  see  to  it  that 
it  be  well  iced.  Talking  is  hot  work  for  this  weather, 
and  this  especial  tale  yet  serveth  to  bring  out  the  sweat 
of  fright  upon  my  body  like  drops  of  water  on  a  cool 
goblet  upon  a  rainy  day."  He  drank  deeply  of  the  cool 
ing  draught  brought  to  him  by  the  slave  and,  setting  it 
down,  looked  calmly  around  upon  the  excited  faces  of 
his  audience. 

"  But  the  key,  Kowaled — the  key !  "  cried  the  exas 
perated  Merwan.  "  We  are  left  half-distracted  by  the 
fears  and  suspense  thou  hast  wrought  in  us.  Where  didst 
thou  find  the  key — since  thou  art  here  to  tell  the  tale?" 

"  Oil,  the  key  !  "  replied  Kowaled,  smiling.  "  Have  I 
not  finished  the  story?  I  thought  all  lost,  for  had  I 
found  the  missing  key  hanging  upon  the  guard-room 
wall,  I  would  not  then  have  had  time  to  insert  it  in  the 
lock  before  the  enemy  would  have  been  upon  us.  At 
the  instant  that  Obeidah  engaged  with  desperate  cour 
age  the  first  of  the  running  mob  and  I  turned  with  a 
groan  to  spring  to  his  side  that  we  at  least  might  take  a 
goodly  escort  with  us  as  we  passed  from  life — at  that 
moment  mine  eyes  fell  upon  the  gate  itself  and  there  in 
its  lock  stood  the  very  key.  In  another  second  the  bolt 
was  drawn  and  our  goodly  comrades  poured  through 
upon  the  Greeks  like  a  resistless  torrent  which  bore 
all  before  it,  and  in  a  short  time  we  possessed  the  town. 

"  And  now  cometh  a  strange  part  to  the  story.  When 
the  king  offered  to  Obeidah  a  high  command  in  the  army 
for  his  bravery  and  the  service  he  had  rendered,  the 
scribe  declined  the  honour  Harun  would  have  done  him, 
saying  that  he  preferred  to  serve  rather  than  to  rule,  and 
that  his  fingers  were  better  fitted  to  hold  the  pen  than 
to  wield  the  sword.  Nor  was  Harun  too  well  pleased 
with  the  scribe's  modesty  ;  for  where  the  king  hath  a 
desire  to  bestow,  it  doth  taste  often  of  something  akin 
to  contempt  when  the  subject  declineth  to  receive." 
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"  A  clever  ruse  !  "  said  a  voice  behind  the  group.  "  It 
soundeth  more  like  a  tale  of  some  of  the  Barmeks  than 
of  our  quiet  scribe." 

"  Ibrahim  !  "  they  cried,  welcoming  him  to  the  com 
pany.  "  Hast  thou  a  new  tale  of  the  Barmeks  ?  " 

"  Nay,  an  old  one,  so  old  that  I  doubt  if  any  here 
have  heard  it." 

"Then  let  us  hear  it  now." 

"  'Twas  once  when  the  army  of  Al  Mansour  were  en 
camped  and  lying  at  their  ease,  undreaming  of  danger, 
when  suddenly  a  herd  of  animals,  antelope  and  buffalo 
and  other  wild  things,  swept  into  the  midst  of  the  camp. 
Khaled,  the  forefather  of  the  Barmeks,  instantly  sounded 
an  alarm  and  called  the  camp  to  arms,  at  which  the 
khalif  Al  Mansour  was  vexed,  saying  that  surely  if  the 
wild  beasts  were  not  frightened,  the  army  had  no  need 
to  be.  Khaled  replied :  '  It  is  for  that  very  reason  that 
I  fear,  oh  Prince.  If  the  wild  beasts  fear  us  not,  it  must 
be  because  of  something  behind  them  which  they  fear 
more  and  flee  from.'  And  the  wisdom  of  his  words  was 
proven  when  shortly  afterward  the  enemy  descended 
upon  an  ambush,  instead  of  the  unprotected  camp  which 
they  had  expected  to  find,  and  were  fearfully  defeated. 
A  clever  race,  the  Barmeks.  Arabia  and  Harun  owe 
more  of  their  greatness  to  this*  family  than  is  easy  to 
compute — or  than  they  will  ever  pay.  The  very  stones 
in  the  city  walls  sing  their  praises;  and  the  stones  will 
remember  when  Harun  the  khalif  will  have  long  for 
gotten  ! " 

"Why  such  unhappy  forebodings,  Ibrahim?"  asked 
Mcrwan.  "  Surely,  since  the  return  of  the  army  the 
favourite  hath  been  more  firmly  established  than  ever  in 
his  position.  Hast  thou  any  hidden  reason  for  thy 
words?" 

"Reason?"  Ibrahim  roused  himself.  "I  know  not 
if  I  could  lay  my  finger  upon  what  thou  wouldst  reason 
ably  call  a  reason,  but  since  the  accursed  day  when  the 
magician  Gcber  granted  me  a  glimpse  into  the  future,  I 
have  been  filled  with  a  darkness  and  a  foreboding,  as  if 
the  fringe  of  the  mantle  of  prophecy  still  brushed  the 
sleeve  of  my  thoughts,  and  I  fancy  that  I  see — yet  do  not 
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see,  and  therefore  fear.  Also,  I  know  that  if  a  man  will 
show  black  ingratitude  to  one,  he  will  show  the  same  to 
another  when  his  fickle  desire  demandeth  it." 

"  Thou  meanest  Rafi  ?"  asked  Merwan,  in  a  low  voice. 

"  Whom  else  but  Rafi,  who  saved  the  life  of  the  khalif's 
son,  and  to  whom  in  return  Harun  publicly  promised  the 
hand  of  his  sister,  the  Princess  Oleija?  Thou  hast  not 
heard  the  latest  news?  I  could  exult  at  his  great  daring, 
if  I  did  not  know  that  soon  my  joy  will  be  turned  into 
mourning.  The  news  of  Harun's  treachery  reached  him 
in  Egypt — some  say,  sent  by  the  hand  of  the  princess  her 
self,  in  her  despair  when  she  learned  the  fate  which ^Harun 
had  prepared  for  her.  He  turned  his  horse  and  rode  back, 
scarcely  sleeping  or  eating  on  the  way.  I  saw  his  face  as 
he  rode  into  the  city  ;  it  was  the  face  of  a  madman,  and 
had  Harun  fallen  then  in  his  way,  his  last  hour  had  surely 
struck.  But  Harun  had  departed  for  the  wars  scarcely 
three  hours  before,  and  Rafi  rode  on  to  Gcber's  door.  I 
followed  him  with  all  speed,  but  when  I  came  to  Ghalia, 
standing  where  he  had  left  her,  I  paused  and  went  no 
further.  Her  trembling  legs  would  scarce  uphold  her 
till  I  could  lead  her  to  mine  own  stables,  which  fortu 
nately  were  so  near.  Her  great  dark  eyes  turned  piteously 
upon  me  in  a  dumb  appeal,  in  which  I  fancied  I  could 
hear  the  very  words  I  knew  well  she  would  speak,  were 
my  deaf  ears  but  fashioned  to  hear  her  tones:  '  Ibrahim, 
save  me  !  My  master  will  have  such  need  of  me  !  ' 

"  And  I  did.  Thou  shouldst  have  seen  Ibrahim  the 
poet  then  !  The  grooms  in  my  stables  looked  at  me  in 
silent  awe,  for  none  had  ever  seen  me  so  care  for  a  horse. 
But  no  hand  but  mine  would  I  let  to  touch  the  mare  that 
Rafi  loved  so  well,  and  I  bathed  her  poor,  swollen  legs 
and  cracked  hoofs  with  heated  water  and  the  nostrums 
of  the  stables,  sponged  out  her  dry,  caked  mouth,  and 
poured  wine  by  little  drops  down  her  gasping,  struggling 
throat,  while  I  sat  upon  the  stable  floor  with  her  beauti 
ful  head  in  my  lap  !  " 

Ibrahim  laughed  at  the  picture  he  drew  of  the  dainty, 
foppish  poet,  perhaps  to  hide  the  tears  that  stood  in  his 
eyes. 

"  I  tell  ye,  friends,  then  I  understood  why  the  Prophet 
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taught  to  us  that  animals  have  souls,  and  that  we  shall 
meet  them  and  be  judged  with  them  at  the  gates  of  Para 
dise  !  She  could  not  understand  the  suffering  inflicted 
on  her,  but  it  was  enough  for  her  that  it  had  been  her 
master's  will,  and  she  bore  it  more  patiently  than  any 
woman.  She  grew  to  know  my  step  as  day  after  day  I 
cared  for  her,  and  came  to  greet  me  with  a  little  grateful 
note ;  and  the  day  upon  which  I  felt  certain  that  she 
would  be  her  own  perfect  self  again,  was  only  a  degree 
less  joyful  to  me  than  when  I  learned  from  Geber  that 
her  master  Rafi  would  recover  from  the  terrible  illness 
into  which  he  fell,  at  Geber's  house. 

"  But  I  have  forgotten  my  news !  "  continued  Ibrahim, 
breaking  the  sympathetic  silence  which  followed  his 
words  ;  for  the  Arab  loved  his  horse  only  a  little  less — and 
often  a  little  more — than  he  loved  anything  ehe  on  earth. 
To  him  its  soul,  if  of  a  different  nature,  was  as  assured  as 
his  own,  and  his  treatment  of  all  animals  was  regulated 
by  the  Prophet's  teaching,  that  he  would  be  met  by  them 
at  the  bar  of  divine  justice.  It  might  be  that  a  slight  in 
fusion  of  this  tenet  of  faith  into  our  own  nineteenth  cen 
tury  scepticism  would  do  no  injury  to  either  the  man  or 
his  beast. 

"  Since  Rafi  left  us  for  his  own  estate  in  Samarkand, 
his  name  hath  fallen  into  silence  and  his  very  memory 
seemed  forgotten.  Another  man  would  have  r  signed 
himself  to  his  loss  and  have  thanked  Allah  that  he  had 
escaped  with  his  life;  but  not  Rafi.  This  have  I  heard 
this  morning  ;  the  Princess  Oleija  hath  renounced  the 
faith  of  the  Prophet,  and  as  ordained  by  the  Prophet,  her 
husband,  the  Governor  Ali,  hath  been  forced  to  divorce 
her  for  her  apostasy." 

Exclamations  of  surprise  sounded  on  all  sides,  but  Ibra 
him  held  up  his  hand  for  silence  and  leaned  forward, 
speaking  in  a  lower  tone.  "  Being  divorced,  and  there 
fore  free,  she  departed  secretly  from  her  husband's  house, 
leaving  even  her  dowry  in  Ali's  hands,  and  hath  married 
Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  the  man  whom  she  loved  and  to  whom 
she  was  publicly  promised." 

"  But  the  khalif— how  will  Rafi  reckon  with  the  khalif  !  " 

The  glow  of  pleasure  faded  from  Ibrahim's  face,  and  he 
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answered  gloomily,  "  Truly,  that  is  now  to  come.  Rafi  is 
arrested  and  lieth  in  a  prison,  and  Harun  departeth  to 
night  to  Balkh  to  determine  his  punishment  and  to  force 
back  into  the  arms  of  the  man  to  whom  her  brother  sold 
her,  the  girl  who  hath  kept  at  great  odds  the  promise  made 
by  her  brother,  and  which  he  had  not  sufficient  honour  to 
fulfil!" 

"  Hush,  hush,  Ibrahim  !  "  cried  Merwan,  looking  around 
him  in  dismay  at  the  words  his  friend  spoke  in  a  raised 
voice.  "If  thou  art  overheard  by  some  enemy  and  thy 
words  repeated  to  the  khalif— 

"  Then  I  am  like  to  share  Rafi's  fate,"  supplemented 
Ibrahim,  bitterly.  "  Well,  when  Rafi  hath  been  tortured 
to  death,  and  the  Barmeks  meet  with  their  reward  for 
honesty  and  fidelity,  I  care  not  whether  I  am  spared  or 
not.  But  before  I  die,  I  will  speak — ay,  I  will  speak  once 
openly !  " 


CHAPTER  XXIV 

And  as  each  day  treads  quickly  after  day, 

As  long  years  pass  us  in  their  onward  flight, 
As  ages  from  Time's  nerveless  fingers  fall, 

The  sun  grows  dim,  no  stars  shine  out  at  night, 
And  you  and  1  have  vanished  from  the  earth — 

Let  every  change  transform  us  as  they  may, 
I  still  shall  find  and  know  you,  oh  my  love,' 

Within  the  new  light  of  another  day  ! 

"  NAY,  Harun,  my  brother,  I  will  not  !  " 
"  And  I,  Harun  the  King,  say  that  thou  shall !  " 
The  two  stood  facing  each  other,  inflexible  determina 
tion  written  upon  every  line  of  the  figures  of  the  slender 
girl  and  the  resolute  man.  There  was  a  curious  resem 
blance  as  they  stood  thus,  between  the  flower-like  face  of 
the  woman  who  was  scarcely  above  the  height  of  a  child, 
and  the  stern,  bearded  face  of  the  man,  who  in  both  men 
tal  and  physical  stature  was  greater  than  other  men.  It 
might  have  escaped  even  a  close  observer,  until  such  a 
moment  as  this  when  the  character  of  each  shone  through 
the  body,  for  each  was  dominated  by  the  same  will,  the 
same  proud  blood  and  the  same  hereditary  instinct  of 
resistance. 

Ali  ibn  Isa  saw  the  likeness  as  his  cunning  eyes  turned 
from  one  to  the  other,  impersonally  curious  as  to  the  out 
come  of  the  scene.  He  was  tired  of  the  girl,  of  her  tears, 
her  rages,  and  sullen  mopings  ;  he  had  divorced  her  willing 
ly  enough,  especially  when  he  understood  that  she  would 
leave  her  dowry  in  his  possession.  Harun,  however,  had 
been  of  a  different  mind.  He  had  caused  Rafi  to  be  arrested 
and  the  princess  to  be  brought  back  to  the  governor's  palace 
and  confined  there  until  she  could  be  persuaded,  or  forced, 
to  renounce  Rafi — for  Harun  could  not  ignore  that  she 
was  lawfully  and  righteously  at  present  the  wife  of  Rafi 
ibn  Omeirah — return  to  the  faith  she  had  abjured  and 
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re-wed  her  former  husband.  Ali  feared  that  Harun  would 
not  be  so  complaisant  in  regard  to  the  dowry,  if  he  should 
refuse  to  take  the  girl  again  as  his  wife,  but  he  was  won 
dering  as  he  sat  motionless,  whether  the  amount  of  the 
dowry  was  a  sufficient  price  to  pay  him  for  bearing  the 
tantrums  of  a  woman  who  hated  him  and  for  whom  he 
had  no  love. 

Harun  indeed  had  other  views  in  regard  to  the  dowry 
and  the  whole  transaction.  He  had  purchased  a  secure 
hold  upon  the  governor  by  payment  of  his  sister,  and  he 
believed  that  with  her  as  wife  of  the  doubtful  Ali,  he  had 
secured  to  himself  the  loyalty  of  the  provinces  as  well  as 
their  revenue.  He  did  not  know  how  grossly  the  clever 
Ali  had  deceived  him  as  to  the  real  wealth  of  the  country 
in  question.  The  revenue  paid  him  was  large,  but  that 
paid  to  Ali  and  his  sons  was  many  times  larger.  Instead 
of  believing  that  under  another  governor  the  amount  paid 
him  would  increase  while  the  taxes  could  be  diminished, 
he  feared  that  his  own  share  would  be  less.  He  knew 
from  Rafi's  honest  representations  that  Ali  ground  the 
poor  to  enrich  his  treasury,  and  hence  their  murmurings 
and  threatened  revolt,  but  in  these  later  years  Harun  the 
Just  was  beginning  to  love  the  metallic  music  of  his 
golden  dinars  better  than  he  loved  the  joyous  notes  of 
his  people's  gratitude  ;  so  he  blinded  himself  to  the  ex 
tortionate  taxes  and  unjust  rule  of  Ali  ibn  Isa,  since  he 
believed  that  he  himself  profited  so  materially  by  them. 
If  he  needed  proof  of  the  probable  truth  of  his  belief,  he 
immediately  received  it  in  the  arrival  of  the  five  thou 
sand  camels  laden  with  treasure,  of  which  Rafi  had  spoken 
to  Ibrahim  and  which  had  led  the  poet  to  shrewdly  guess 
at  the  truth.  Harun  excepting  the  bribe,  Rafi  himself 
then  became  the  factor  which  it  was  necessary  to  elimi 
nate.  The  people  loved  Rafi  and  turned  to  him  to  redress 
their  wrongs ;  while  he  lived  there  was  danger  of  the 
provinces  of  Samarkand  and  Khorasan  revolting  from 
Ali's  rule,  with  Rafi  out  of  the  way  the  people  would 
lack  a  leader,  and  a  leaderless  revolt  is  soon  quelled. 

But  now  had  arisen  this  new  complication.  A  girl  had 
set  her  wit  against  his  wisdom,  her  weakness  against  his 
strength,  and  he  suddenly  found  that  this  battle  promised 


354  GEBER 

a  more  difficult  victory  than  the  one  he  had  just  fought 
and  won  from  Nicephorus  the  Greek,  for  she  steadfastly 
refused  to  do  his  bidding,  and  against  the  quiet  firmness 
of  her  refusal  his  anger,  threats  and  commands  raged  like 
water  upon  a  rock — the  waves  might  thunder  upon  it  and 
bury  it  in  fierce  fury,  but  they  could  not  move  it  from  its 
place. 

"  I  am  the  loved  and  wedded  wife  of  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah," 
she  returned  to  his  angry  words,  "  and  his  wife  only  will 
I  remain  until  I  die.  In  justice  I  should  have  been  his 
wife  from  the  first  and  none  other's.  This  marriage," 
waving  her  hand  contemptuously  toward  AH,  who  moved 
uneasily,  "  was  shame  and  dishonour  for  thee  as  well  as 
for  me.  It  was  not  marriage,  but  a  sale,  in  which  I  had 
no  voice  or  part.  Allah  shall  judge  me,  for  my  heart 
telleth  me  that  I  have  done  right,  not  wrong,  in  repudiat 
ing  by  the  only  means  which  by  in  my  power,  the  bond 
of  my  degradation  to  which  my  brother's  own  hand  set 
the  seal.  Nay,  thou  shalt  this  once  hear  the  truth,  though 
thou  slay  me  hereafter !  "  She  stood  fearless  and  un 
moved,  though  he  made  a  rapid  step  forward  at  her  words 
and  raised  his  hand  as  if  to  strike  her  in  his  fury  at  her 
daring. 

"  Rafi  saved  for  thee  the  life  of  thy  dearest  son  and  thou 
hast  repaid  him  only  with  treachery  and  this  foul  wrong. 
I  have  made  straight  thy  crooked  honour,  for  which 
thou  shouldst  thank  me,  rather  than  be  angered  with 
me." 

"  Thou  hast  a  woman's  tongue — and  a  woman's  igno 
rance,"  replied  Harun,  controlling  himself  by  a  strong 
effort.  "  What  knowest  thou  of  public  matters?  There 
fore  I  will  not  stoop  to  resent  thy  petty  spite.  Thou 
dost  shamelessly  admit  an  evil  love  for  this  disloyal  prof 
ligate  and  to  please  thy  wicked  passion  thou  hast  sacri 
ficed  position,  name,  honour — all  that  should  make  life  of 
value  to  a  virtuous  woman.  I  would  reclaim  thee  from 
the  abyss  into  which  thou  hast  fallen.  I  will  remember 
that  thou  art  but  young  and  have  been  led  away.  This 
man  Rafi  shall  divorce  thee  and  thou  shalt  return  to  thy 
duty  and  thy  brother's  heart !  " 

"  I  cannot  yield  to  thee  in  this,  brother  "     It  surprised 
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even  Harun,  the  steadfast  strength  of  purpose  held  in  that 
small,  frail  body.  The  blood  ebbed  and  flowed  in  her 
cheeks,  a  yearning  sadness  lay  in  her  eyes,  but  her  resolu 
tion  did  not  falter. 

"  I  have  chosen  my  fate  with  many  prayers  and  tears. 
No  earthly  power  shall  force  me  to  renounce  my  true 
husband  or  become  the  wife  of  any  other  man." 

"  But  if  he  should  renounce  thee?" 

"  That  he  will  never  do  !  "  A  light  of  joyous  confidence 
flashed  for  a  moment  into  her  eyes. 

"  We  shall  see  !  "  Harun  gave  an  order  to  a  chamber 
lain  in  a  tone  too  low  for  her  to  hear. 

"  What  wouldst  thou  do,  Harun  !  "  she  asked  as  the 
messenger  left  the  room.  A  quick  note  of  alarm  sounded 
in  her  voice. 

"  I  will  bring  this  husband  of  thine  before  us  and  ques 
tion  him,  that  I  may  see  whether  thou  art  right  in  thy 
belief.  Thou  believest  the  man  thou  lovest  to  be  proof 
against  worldly  arguments ;  but  is  thy  confidence  in  his 
love  for  thee  truly  so  perfect  in  thy  heart?" 

"  I  would  stake  my  life  upon  it — nay,  my  very  soul ! " 
she  cried  fervently. 

"  A  woman  is  a  credulous  creature.  We  will  test  his 
love  and  thou — wilt  thou  abide  by  the  test,  or  extendeth 
thy  vaunted  trust  in  him  scarcely  so  far  !  He  hath  had 
now  many  days  of  solitude  in  which  to  regret  his  hasty 
marriage  with  thee.  If  now  he  doth  publicly  and  in  my 
presence  renounce  thee,  wilt  thou  tear  him  from  thy 
heart  as  unworthy  thy  love,  and  return  to  thy  duty  and 
thy  brother's  love  ?  " 

"  I  will,"  she  smiled  confidently ;  '•  I  will  submit  to  the 
test  with  freedom  and  I  will  surely  keep  my  promise." 
Harun's  voice  and  manner  had  grown  kinder,  she  noticed 
with  gratitude.  It  hurt  her  to  defy  him  as  she  had  done, 
for  in  their  hearts  they  loved  each  other  dearly.  By  ac 
quiescing  in  his  wish,  she  would  gain  a  sight  of  the  man 
she  loved,  and  at  the  thought  the  pressure  on  her  heart 
lifted  and  a  tender  smile  crossed  her  lips.  Ali  moved 
again  and  seemed  as  if  about  to  speak,  but  sank  back 
silent  upon  his  cushions  at  a  gesture  from  the  khalif. 
Then  the  tramp  of  guards  sounded  in  the  distance  and  in 
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another  moment  Rafi  was  led  in  between  two  soldiers 
with  his  arms  bound  behind  him. 

Rafi  smiled  into  Oleija's  face,  though  his  own  was  white 
and  gaunt.  She  cried  out  at  the  sight  of  him  and  made 
a  movement  to  go  to  him,  but  Harun  sternly  waved  her 
back.  Neither  knew  where  their  present  defiance  would 
end  for  them,  but  both  felt  that  such  love  as  flashed  be 
tween  them  in  that  first  moment  held  in  its  inspiration  all 
possibilities  which  might  be  won  by  faith,  endurance  and 
a  steadfast  soul.  Harun  also  recognised  this,  and  his 
thin,  scarlet  lips  tightened  ominously.  In  a  long  address 
he  set  before  the  prisoner  a  full  list  of  crimes  and  mis 
demeanours  of  which  he  was  accused  ;  disloyalty,  treason, 
disobedience,  abduction  and  rebellion,  and  concluded  with 
the  words  :  "  Therefore  is  thy  life  forfeit  for  thy  wrong 
doing." 

Oleija  gave  a  little  cry  of  fear  and  Harun  repeated  more 
impressively :  "  Therefore  is  thy  life  forfeit  for  thine  acts 
— unless  I  may  be  moved  to  have  mercy  upon  thee.  This 
I  am  minded  to  have,  because  of  thy  brave  record  in  battle 
and  because  I  owe  thee  something  for  my  son's  life."  He 
avoided  Rafi's  eyes  at  these  last  words  and  even  his  own 
face  flushed  a  little  under  the  amused  look  which  AH 
made  no  effort  to  hide.  He  hastened  on  with  his  state 
ment. 

"  I  will  have  mercy  upon  thee  and  overlook  and  forget 
thy  deeds  upon  one  necessary  condition.  Nay,  even 
more  than  this  will  I  do ;  thy  father's  lands  and  their 
revenue  shall  be  restored  to  thee  and  thou  shall  be  made 
governor  of  any  province  which  thou  shalt  choose — upon 
the  condition  only  that  thou  renounce  thy  sin,  set  right 
the  disorder  thou  hast  occasioned  and  publicly  divorce 
this  erring  woman  that  she  may  return  to  her  husband 
and  her  proper  duty." 

The  dawning  amazement  in  Rafi's  face  changed  at  this 
conclusion  rapidly  enough.  He  looked  with  quick  ap 
prehension  at  his  wife. 

"  Wilt  thou  that  I  free  thee?"  he  asked  gently. 

"  Not  now,  nor  ever  !  "  Her  eyes  blazed  with  defiance 
and  devotion  to  her  lover. 

"  Then  I  will  not  accept  thy  kindness,  oh  Favoured  of 
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the  Prophet.     Thou  shalt  keep  thy  lands  and  I  will  keep 
my  wife." 

Harun  was  both  angry  and  disappointed.  He  had  not 
credited  either  Rafi  or  Oleija  with  the  real  depth  of  their 
love  for  each  other,  but  as  he  understood  better  the 
strength  of  the  resistance  offered  him,  the  stronger  and 
more  stubborn  grew  his  resolve  to  break  it  at  any  cost 
and  in  any  manner.  There  was  also  something  in  the 
depths  of  Rafi's  eyes  that  stung  him  to  smothered  fury; 
his  soul  recognised  it  as  the  look  of  cold  and  contemp 
tuous  pity  which  honour  and  truth  would  bend  upon 
dishonour  and  deceit. 

"  Thou  dost  then  refuse  my  clemency  ?  " 

"  Nay,  not  thy  clemency ;  I  have  but  refused  to  sell 
mine  honour  for  a  bribe  !  "  AH  coughed  and  Harun 
turned  upon  him  a  look  of  fury  as  he  motioned,  speech 
less  with  rage,  to  the  master-at-arms.  At  his  nod  two 
soldiers  detached  themselves  from  the  prisoner's  guard 
and  left  the  room,  returning  in  another  moment  with  some 
object  borne  between  them  heavily.  Oleija  had  never 
seen  an  instrument  of  torture,  but  the  instinct  of  love 
superseded  knowledge  and  with  a  shrill  scream  she 
tried  to  break  from  the  grasp  which  Harun  had  laid  upon 
her  wrist  and  throw  herself  between  her  lover  and  his 
peril. 

"  Thou  shalt  not !  Thou  shalt  not,  thou  cruel  mon 
ster  !  "  she  cried,  dragging  at  her  wrist  in  vain.  "  May 
Allah  judge  and  punish  thee  for  thy  cruelty  !  Oh,  Rafi, 
my  love,  my  love  ! "  Rafi  looked  at  her  anxiously. 

"  Wilt  thou  permit  me  a  word  alone  with  my  wife  ?  " 
he  asked  of  Harun  with  pale  lips.  It  seemed  as  if  he 
were  about  to  yield,  rather  than  subject  Oleija  to  the 
agony  of  witnessing  his  torture.  The  khalif  congratu 
lated  himself  upon  the  ease  with  which  he  had  won  his 
victory,  and  motioned  the  guard  to  withdraw  a  few  paces. 

Rafi  understood  that  Harun  did  not  depend  upon  his 
suffering  whereby  to  accomplish  his  purpose,  for  the 
soldier  is  bred  to  die  without  a  sound  in  the  tortures, 
either  of  war  or  of  peace ;  but  upon  the  secondary  suffer 
ing  of  the  woman,  for  what  woman  could  watch  the  slow 
agonies  of  the  man  she  loved  and  not  pay  for  his  release 
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any  price  that  might  be  demanded  of  her  ?  Harun  could 
not  hear  the  whispered  words  that  passed  between  them  ; 
could  he  have  done  so,  the  interview  would  have  been  cut 
short. 

"  Love — love  !  "  she  whispered  breathlessly,  "  I  must 
yield  !  Better  lose  thee  living,  than  to  see  thee  tortured 
to  thy  death!" 

"  Nay,  I  command  thee  not  to  yield,  my  wife,  even 
though  I  die ! "  replied  Rafi  earnestly.  "  I  will  never 
yield  while  sense  liveth  in  my  body  and  I  leave  mine 
honour  in  thy  hands.  If  thou  dost  yield  to  this  demand, 
thou  wilt  for  ever  make  of  my  soul's  honour  a  mock  and  a 
shame,  and  the  life  thou  wilt  thereby  save  to  me  will  be  too 
bitter  to  retain  !  Give  me  thy  promise,  sweet  wife,  that 
when  my  weak  body  of  clay  fainteth  under  its  burden  of 
suffering,  thou  wilt  take  up  the  burden  and  save  our 
honour,  both  thine  and  mine!  Promise  me  that  thou 
wilt  never  yield  !  " 

"  But  if  thou  shouldst  die?  " 

"  Even  though  I  die.  The  parting  will  be  but  for  a 
little,  wife  of  my  soul,  and  when  thou  comest  thou  wilt 
find  me  awaiting  thee  beside  the  flowing  streams  of 
Jannat-Aden." 

"  I  promise  !  "  she  said  solemnly,  raising  her  truthful 
eyes  to  his.  He  bent  to  kiss  her,  but  Harun  interposed, 
having  wearied  of  waiting  for  the  surrender  in  which  he 
had  begun  to  have  a  suspicion  he  was  mistaken.  As  he 
drew  her  back  from  her  husband  whom  the  soldiers  now 
stolidly  approached,  Rafi  spoke  again,  solemnly  and  with 
deep  earnestness, 

"Remember!  The  hardest  part  is  thine,  not  mine. 
And  I  trust  thee,  wife,  I  trust—  His  stiff  lips  refused 
further  duty  and  a  silence  fell  upon  the  room.  The  ele 
ment  of  fatality  in  the  Eastern  religion  stifles  at  birth  the 
emotions  of  pity  and  sympathy ;  yet  even  in  the  hearts 
of  these  hardened  butchers  crept  a  softer  feeling  as  they 
watched  for  a  sign  of  yielding  the  white,  agonised  face  of 
the  tender  woman  whose  heart  wept  tears  of  blood  for 
her  lover's  pain.  Again  and  again  unconsciousness  held 
out  its  pitying  arms  to  her  senses,  but  as  often  she  forced 
them  away  from  the  temptation  and  back  to  their  con- 
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scious  anguish,  that  she  might  not  prove  false  to  her 
trust.  Again  and  again  her  white  lips  formed  their  me 
chanical  reply  to  her  brother's  stern  questions,  "  I  will 
not  yield  to  thee  !  " 

AH  himself  wearied  of  it  and  turned  away  his  eyes  with 
a  sullen  frown.  He  was  obliged  unwillingly  to  admire 
the  moral  courage  contained  in  that  slender,  childish  body, 
and  his  mind  was  quite  made  up  now  that  he  did  not  want 
the  girl  back,  even  though  he  had  to  relinquish  her  dowry 
with  her. 

Harun  felt  the  growing  disapprobation  about  him,  and 
when  again  she  gave  the  same  mechanical  answer,  "  I  will 
not  yield,"  he  turned  to  the  two  men  impatiently  and 
said  in  a  low  tone,  "  It  is  useless  ;  end  it  quickly."  Her 
ears  caught  the  words  and  roused  her  magically  from  her 
lethargic  endurance. 

"  Stay  !  "  she  cried.     "  Wouldst  thou  murder  him?  " 

"Wilt  thou  renounce  the  man  and  save  his  life?" 
asked  Harun  with  renewed  hope. 

"  If  I  do  not  yield  thou  dost  intend  to  murder  him?" 

"  The  man  will  certainly  be  executed  at  once,  if  thou 
wilt  still  persist  in  thy  refusal  to  obey  me.  If  thy  worth 
less  husband  is  dead,  it  may  be  that  thou  wilt  be  more 
amenable  to  reason ;  at  the  worst,  he  will  then  no  longer 
bo  a  menace  to  the  state." 

"  Tis  well  thou  hast  declared  thy  purpose  so  plainly  !  " 
Her  eyes  were  blazing  in  her  small  face.  "  Now  I  know 
how  to  act."  She  sprang  to  the  side  of  the  nearly  uncon 
scious  Rafi  and  thrust  away  the  men  who  held  him. 
They  obeyed  with  secret  willingness  the  weak  force  of 
her  little  hands. 

"  Rafi  !  "  she  sobbed,  wiping  the  bloody  froth  from  his 
purple  lips,  "  Rafi,  I  have  obeyed  thee.  Look  up,  my 
life,  and  tell  me  that  thou  dost  yet  live  !  "  There  was  a 
flicker  of  expression  across  the  face  that  hung  inert  upon 
her  arm  and  she  greeted  it  with  an  exclamation  of  thanks 
giving. 

"  Thou  canst  not  save  him  ! ''  interposed  Harun  harsh 
ly,  approaching  to  drag  her  away,  "  unless  thou  dost  obey 
me.  For  the  last  time — wilt  thou  renounce  this  man  ?  " 

"  I  will  not ! "     She   reared  her  head  with  its  angry 
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eyes,  upon  her  slender  neck  like  an  enraged  pythoness 
about  to  strike. 

"  Then  do  thy  work  and  quickly,  men  !  "  He  stretched 
out  his  hand  but  she  evaded  him  with  a  rapid  movement 
and  drew  from  her  hair  a  dagger,  such  as  women  wore  for 
ornament,  but  which  were  easily  capable  of  taking  life. 

"  Lay  not  thy  hand  upon  me,"  she  said  in  a  low,  tense 
voice.  "  Hear  me,  Harun,  and  know  that  I  speak  the 
truth.  If  Rafi  dieth  at  thy  hands,  this  will  be  also  my 
last  moment  upon  earth.  And  if  I  die  for  this  reason,  I 
warn  thee  there  will  arise  throughout  thy  kingdom  such  a 
disaffection  and  rebellion  as  thou  wilt  not  put  down,  no, 
not  in  thy  whole  life  and  with  all  thy  power ! " 

Her  words  recalled  to  him  the  threat  of  the  adept,  AH 
al  Fudail,  concerning  this  very  man,  and  the  recollection 
made  him  hesitate  as  no  appeal  could  have  done.  While 
he  hesitated  Ali  ibn  Isa  rose  and,  crossing  the  room,  opened 
the  window  which  led  to  a  balcony  hung  above  the  great 
iron  door  of  the  central  hall  of  the  palace.  Here  he 
listened  intently  fora  moment  and  then  turned  hurriedly  to 
Harun.  "  Hearken  !  "  he  said  imperiously.  "  Dost  thou 
hear  nothing?  "  Everyone  in  the  room  listened  as  he 
commanded.  At  first  they  heard  nothing ;  then  into 
Oleijah's  heart  crept  a  sudden  warmth  of  hope.  It  seemed 
as  if  Allah  had  heard  her  prayers  and  sent  her  an  instant 
answer  to  them.  All  present  heard  the  sound  now  and 
their  mouths  grew  dry  and  the  blood  began  to  forsake 
their  faces  as  they  looked  at  one  another  in  silence.  It 
was  still  in  the  distance,  but  drawing  momentarily  nearer, 
swelling,  dying  and  rising  again,  the  sound  which  is  like 
no  other  note  in  the  human  gamut,  the  hungry  roar  of 
that  unchained  wild  beast,  the  Mob.  Ali  shivered  and 
turned  to  Harun  with  a  white  face.  He  had  heard  it  be 
fore.  Oleijah  spoke,  a  ring  of  triumph  in  her  voice. 

"Hearken  well  to  it,  brother!"  she  said.  "  It  is  the 
voice  of  the  people  of  Balkh  crying  the  name  of  Rafi — 
Rafi,  their  hero,  the  man  they  trust,  whose  life  is  the  only 
safeguard  that  their  governor  Ali  doth  possess  against  be 
ing  torn  limb  from  limb.  Thou  too — what  thinkest  thou 
wilt  be  thy  fate  to-night  when  it  is  known  that  thou  hast 
just  tortured  to  his  death  this  man  whom  this  raging  pop- 
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ulace  love  as  their  life,  and  that  the  wife  of  their  hero  hath 
slain  herself  upon  her  husband's  dead  body,  to  escape  thy 
persecutions  ?  Choose  quickly — for  by  the  sound,  the 
people  are  near  the  palace.  Wilt  thou  return  this  man  to 
his  prison  with  a  promise  of  his  life ;  or  wilt  thou  trust 
thyself  to-night  with  thy  small  escort  to  the  mercy  of 
those  who  clamour  below  ?  " 

Another  shout  arose,  perfectly  distinguishable  now. 

"  Rafi  !  Show  us  Rafi,  or  we  will  sack  the  palace  ! 
Down  with  the  tyrant !  Death  to  those  who  have  slain 
our  Rafi  !  " 

"  For  the  love  of  Allah,  Sire  !  "  cried  Ali  with  blue  lips, 
"  Release  the  fellow  and  let  the  termagant  have  her  hus 
band.  I  want  not  such  a  temper  in  my  house  and  as  for 
the  dowry,  thou  mayst  have  it  and  welcome.  Only  re 
lease  the  man,  or  our  lives  are  not  worth  a  hubba  in  this 
den  of  wild  beasts  over  which  I  am  set  to  rule  !  " 

Harun  looked  around  him  in  real  amazement.  It  was 
almost  more  than  he  could  comprehend  that  he,  Harun 
the  King,  in  all  his  pride  and  strength,  in  his  own  domin 
ions  and  surrounded  by  his  soldiers,  had  been  circum 
vented  and  defeated  by  a  girl  whom  he  had  considered 
almost  a  child,  and  from  whom  he  could  have  crushed 
the  life  with  one  of  his  own  slender  hands  of  steel. 
She  might  pass  under  his  arm,  for  stature,  and  yet  stand 
ing  before  him  she  had  the  power  to  shut  out  from 
him  his  political  ambition  and  his  revenge.  Oleija  saw 
that  the  victory  was  won  and  lowered  her  dagger.  Con 
sciousness  was  fast  returning  to  the  victim.  He  straight 
ened  himself  from  her  supporting  arm  and  looked  about 
him  with  dazed  eyes,  but  drank  eagerly  when  some  one 
surreptitiously  held  a  goblet  of  wine  to  his  lips. 

"  By  the  mercy  of  the  Prophet !  "  exclaimed  Ali  excit 
edly,  laying  his  hand  upon  the  khalifs  arm  in  his  fright. 
"  Sire,  we  have  but  a  few  moments  to  live  !  They  are 
battering  down  the  gate  !  " 

"  Release  the  prisoner,"  commanded  Harun  sullenly. 

"  That  is  not  enough  !  They  clamour  for  a  sight  of  him 
and  that  they  will  have.  When  they  penetrate  to  this 
hall  and  sec  their  hero—  He  stopped,  for  another  and 
louder  cry  arose  from  below  at  this  moment. 
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"  Show  us  Rafi  !  Show  us  Rafi  unharmed,  or  ye  shall 
all  die ! " 

A  weak  voice  spoke  behind  them.  Rafi  had  been 
unbound  and  the  frightened  soldiers  were  rubbing  his 
strained  limbs  and  pouring  wine  down  his  dry  throat. 

"  If  thou  wilt  command  two  of  thy  soldiers  to  support 
me  to  the  balcony,"  he  said  faintly,  but  with  decision, 
"  I  will  show  the  people  that  I  am  alive,  and  they  will 
depart  satisfied." 

A  murmur  of  gratitude  and  admiration  for  this  gener 
osity  went  around  the  room. 

"  Thou  needst  have  no  fear,"  he  continued,  reading  the 
thought  in  Harun's  mind  with  open  contempt.  "  I  will 
not  incite  them  to  avenge  me — lest  those  I  love  might 
suffer  with  thee.  I  am  still  thy  prisoner,  and  when  I 
have  saved  thee  from  the  wrath  of  my  friends  without,  I 
will  return  quietly  to  my  prison,  under  thy  promise  to 
make  no  further  attacks  upon  my  life." 

"  I  pray  thee,  haste,  in  Allah's  name !  "  moaned  AH. 
"  A  few  moments  more  and  it  will  be  too  late." 

"I — I  accept  thy  offer,"  said  Harun  at  last.  Almost 
he  would  have  preferred  death,  to  accepting  his  life  at 
this  man's  hands.  He  sat,  pale  and  silent,  as  the  soldiers 
tenderly  half  carried  and  half  led  Rafi  across  the  room 
and  to  the  edge  of  the  balcony,  where  he  looked  down 
upon  a  myriad  of  torches  which  lighted  with  their  un 
certain  flame  a  myriad  of  faces  upturned  to  him  at  the 
sound  of  his  voice.  Harun  heard  their  hoarse  roar  of 
anger  turn  to  joyful  cries  of  recognition,  merging  again 
into  one  voice  that  cheered  and  shouted  as  loudly  now 
for  joy  as  it  had  done  a  moment  since  for  hate  and  angor. 

"  I  am  growing  old,"  he  thought.  '"The  people  no  longer 
love  me  and  those  whom  I  have  trusted  most  have  most 
deceived  me.  But  if  they  do  not  love  me  they  shall  at 
least  fear  me,  and  those  who  think  to  deceive  me  shall 
reap  in  full  measure  the  harvest  they  have  sown  !  " 

As  he  sat  there  he  too  was  reaping  part  of  the  harvest 
which  he  had  sown  through  long  years  of  selfish  tyranny, 
and  at  that  moment  Harun  the  King  was  an  old  and 
lonely  man. 
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Hearest  thou  not 

The  music  of  thy  soul's  unspoken  thought 

That  plays  with  touch  of  fire  and  snow  on  mine, 

Awakening  such  harmonies  divine 

As  surely — save  the  gods — no  ear  hath  heard 

Since  life  within  earth's  new-born  senses  stirred ! 

....  How  overmuch 
We  love  to  tire 

Our  souls  with  some  impossible  desire, 
When  in  the  short  breadth  of  our  arms  lies  spanned 
All  earth  can  give  or  soul  can  understand. 
We  stumbling  read  from  one  word  to  the  next 
And  lose  life's  meaning,  trembling  for  the  text. 

AFTER  Rafi  had  heard  the  shouts  of  the  satisfied  multi 
tude  die  away  in  the  distance,  and  had  been  carried  back 
into  the  lights  and  noises  of  the  hall  where  his  wife's 
arms  waited  to  clasp  him  joyfully,  he  knew  no  more  for  a 
long  time.  When  he  returned  from  the  endless,  pain- 
driven  wanderings  upon  which  he  then  set  out,  to  a  com 
prehension  that  life  had  still  an  individual  meaning  for 
him,  he  found  himself  to  be  lying  upon  a  ragged  skin  in 
the  corner  of  his  old  cell.  A  thin  ray  of  the  late  evening 
sun  was  creeping  up  the  wall,  pointing  downward  with  an 
insistent,  slender,  pink  finger.  As  he  looked  upon  it 
languidly,  being  still  half-bound  in  the  thrall  of  dreams,  a 
movement  at  his  back  told  him  that  he  was  not  alone, 
but  he  felt  too  weary  to  turn  his  head. 

"Who  is  here?"  he  asked,  and  was  surprised  at  the 
dwindled  volume  of  his  own  voice.  His  words  were 
followed  by  another  movement,  and  then  appeared  within 
his  line  of  vision  a  very  small,  very  black,  man,  nearly 
overwhelmed  by  a  gigantic  red  turban,  from  beneath 
which  his  sharp  eyes  shot  out  sharp,  questioning  glances, 
after  the  manner  of  an  inquisitive  bird. 

"  Thou  hast  arrived  again !  "  he  said,  with  a  nod  of 
satisfaction.  His  monotonous,  high-pitched  voice  was 
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that  of  a  eunuch.  "  Tis  not  wisdom  to  go  wholly  away 
when  one  leaveth  so  goodly  an  habitation  as  thine ! " 
He  tapped*  Rafi's  shoulder  cheerfully.  "Now  it  is  again 
day  with  thee,  the  sun  shineth  and  the  house  is  in  good 
repair  once  more."  Rafi  only  half  comprehended  what 
he  said,  but  he  was  glad  that  he  was  not  left  alone.  It 
seemed  to  him  that  he  had  been  alone  somewhere  for  a 
very  long  time — alone  with  a  soul-chilling  loneliness  in 
some  trackless  desert  in  which  he  had  sought  feverishly 
and  without  end  for  an  outward  path  ;  but  he  was  held 
back  by  burning  weights  upon  his  limbs  which  stabbed 
him  with  a  thousand  agonies  when  he  moved,  and  he 
could  only  crawl  and  creep  upon  his  way,  blinded  by  the 
sweat  of  agony  and  trembling  in  a  nameless  despair. 
And  always  the  loneliness  had  eaten  into  his  soul,  the  con 
sciousness  of  something  lost  and  afar  off  and,  worst  of  all, 
forgotten,  so  that  he  could  only  grope  dumbly  after  the 
realisation  of  his  misery.  At  this  moment  he  remembered 
suddenly  the  scene  in  Ali's  palace,  and  he  groaned  aloud 
as  he  thought  of  his  wife  Oleija. 

"Doth  the  pain  return  to  rack  thee,  my  son?"  asked 
the  eunuch  anxiously. 

"  Nay,  'tis  not  of  the  body  ;  thou  canst  not  aid  me, 
leech,"  replied  Rafi  with  irritation. 

"  'Tis  mental,  then.  That  pleaseth  me  better  than  if 
the  fever  should  return  to  mock  my  skill,  which  I  will 
confess  to  thee  thou  hast  tried  to  the  utmost.  Naught 
but  a  broken  heart  could  have  wrung  such  a  groan  from 
so  brave  a  soldier,  and  a  broken  heart  at  thy  age  is  more 
easily  cured  than  a  broken  bone  or  a  strained  sinew." 

"  Thou  weariest  me  !  "  Rafi  turned  his  face  to  the  wall 
to  hide  his  weak  misery.  "  I  pray  thee,  get  thee  to  thy 
blood-letting  and  thy  dosing,  and  leave  me  in  peace  from 
thy  chatter  and  thy  woman's  tongue  ! ' 

"  What !  And  leave  my  cure  half-completed,  for  an 
other  physician  to  reap  where  I  have  sown  and  claim  my 
victory  from  me?  I  might  resent  thy  taunt,  thou  silly 
youth,  and  tell  thee  that  what  thou  callest  my  woman's 
tongue  is  a  misfortune  inflicted  on  me  by  another,  and 
not  of  mine  own  choosing.  But  to  one  so  ill  and  over 
whom  I  have  watched  hour  by  hour  these  many  nights 
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and  days,  all  childish  folly  is  forgiven.  I  rejoice  that 
thou  hast  returned  from  those  cold  winds  in  which  thou 
hast  been  wandering  and  from  which  I  feared  I  should 
never  again  entice  thee.  Thou  hast  resented  the  boast  I 
made  that  I  could  more  easily  cure  thy  broken  heart  than 
thy  other  ailments,"  continued  the  physician  in  a  brisker 
tone.  "  Well,  we  shall  see!  But  first  thou  shalt  swallow 
this." 

Rafi  swallowed  the  cup  of  liquid  held  to  his  lips,  a  rice 
broth  mingled  with  red  wine,  and  felt  the  current  flow 
more  strongly  through  his  veins  in  consequence.  The 
sun's  red  finger  had  now  entirely  disappeared  from  the 
wall  and  the  little  cell  was  growing  dark.  The  Magian 
arose  when  Rafi  had  finished  his  meal  and  left  him  alone 
in  the  darkness.  Rafi  heard  his  steps  die  away  and  then 
again  grow  louder  with  the  exaggerated  attention  which 
those  who  are  ill  and  weak  give  to  details.  Then  the 
door  opened  and  the  comical  red  turban  appeared,  sur 
mounting  the  swarthy,  shrewd  face,  in  the  light  of  a 
flickering  taper  which  the  leech  placed  upon  the  floor 
between  them,  seating  himself  with  crossed  legs  upon 
a  prayer-rug  spread  upon  the  stones  of  the  floor. 

"  Hast  thou  no  questions  to  ask?" 

"  Who  art  thou  ! "  With  the  added  strength  of  the 
food  Rafi  felt  able  to  hear  of  what  must  have  happened  at 
the  palace  after  he  ceased  to  be  aware  of  events. 

"  I  am  Muzani- Ahmed,  good  master;  a  name  doubtless 
unknown  to  thee,  but  I  trust  not  entirely  to  fame,  since 
the  great  Geber  Dschabir  selected  me  when  Harun  the 
khalif  bade  Geber  to  send  some  worthy  disciple  to  care 
for  thee  in  thine  illness." 

"  Harun!" 

"  Ay,  Harun,  whom  thy  shrew  of  a  wife  prevented 
from  killing  thee  outright.  Thou  knovvest  the  proverb  : 
'  A  woman's  cunning  is  an  easy  match  for  the  devil's 
straightforwardness.' " 

Rafi  flushed  angrily.  "  Keep  thy  tongue  from  even  the 
name  of  my  wife,  fellow,  if  thou  canst  not  approach  it 
with  due  respect  and  reverence ! "  The  blackamoor 
laughed  indulgently.  . 

"  Distress  thyself  not  to  ^o  little  purpose,  son  !     None, 
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I  dare  swear,  respecteth  the  gallant  lady  more  than  do  I. 
But  let  me  haste  with  my  tale.  The  people  being  once 
roused,  were  not  so  easily  quieted,  and  if  Samarkand — 

"  But  first  tell  me  ;  what  hath  Harun  done  with  the 
Princess  Oleija." 

1  "  Concerning  that  I  have  a  message  to  thee  from  the 
physician  Geber.  A  wondrous  man,  Gcberthe  astrologer  ! 
Never  have  I  seen  his  equal  in  treating  a  case  like  thine. 
I  own  thou  owest  me  but  little  thanks  for  thy  life,  for  I 
but  followed  his  instructions  and  scarce  hath  there  ap 
peared  a  symptom  or  a  change  or  a  crisis  since  I  first 
came  to  thee,  which  he  hath  not  foreseen  and  provided  for. 
Scarce,  I  think,  do  men  rightly  value  this  great — 

"  But  the  message,  chatterer,  the  message  !  "  exclaimed 
Rafi  in  impatience.  "  What  message  hath  he  sent  me 
regarding  my  wife?  " 

"  Ah,  indeed.  Thy  impatience  too  is  a  good  sign.  Hi.s 
words  were  these  :  '  Tell  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  that  Geber 
sendeth  him  the  true  assurance  that  his  wife,  the  Princess 
Oleija,  is  safe  and  well  cared  for.'  "' 

"  But  where — but  where?" 

"  That  no  man  knoweth,  save  it  be  Geber  himself.  Thy 
jailer  hath  told  me  that  a  tale  runneth  among  the  people 
that  she  escaped  that  same  night  from  the  palace  and  so 
stirred  the  populace  with  the  story  of  thy  wrongs  that 
they  were  with  difficulty  restrained  from  sacking  the  palace 
and  slaying  all  its  inmates,  Ali,  his  sons  and  even  the 
khalif  as  well.  Harun  departed  hurriedly  for  his  capital 
and  Ali  understandeth  that  his  life  resteth  upon  thine. 
The  day  when  this  cell  knoweth  thee  no  more  will  be  the 
last  upon  earth  for  Ali  and  both  his  sons.  The  people 
have  risen  in  earnest  at  last.  They  but  await  their  leader." 
The  physician  looked  at  Rafi  sharply  as  he  spoke  these 
words.  Rafi  lay  silent,  his  eyes  shaded  with  his  thin 
hand.  At  last  he  asked  abruptly, 

"  How  long  a  time  have  I  lain  here  since  that  night  ?  " 

"Well  upon  a  month." 

"  And  in  that  time  hath  Harun  done  naught  to  prepare 
for  this  threatened  rebellion  ?  " 

"  There  speaketh  the  soldier  and  the  leader  of  men  ! 
Now  i  know  that  thy  recovery  is  assured.  Harun  is  fully 
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occupied  with  all  the  troops  that  he  can  muster  elsewhere 
at  present.  Mosul  hath  arisen  and  Tarsus  is  threatened 
upon  the  other  border,  while  the  Khizr  hordes  of  Armenia 
plan  to  unite  with  Nicephorus,  the  Greek,  in  another 
effort  against  his  conqueror.  The  people  are  at  this  mo 
ment  quiet,  and  while  thy  life  is  assured  Harun  is  safe  to 
leave  these  provinces  unoccupied  with  the  soldiers  which 
he  can  ill  spare  from  his  other  defences.  And  now  thou 
hast  spoken  more  than  enough  for  one  day,"  he  added 
briskly.  "  Thou  shalt  drink  this  and  sleep  and  the  sun 
will  also  rise  to-morrow." 

Rafi,  left  alone  in  the  darkness,  intended  to  think  over 
all  that  he  had  heard  and  to  arrange  a  plan  of  action ;  for 
he  knew  that  the  first  thought  of  the  people  in  the  event 
of  a  rising  would  be  to  open  his  prison  doors  and  set  him 
at  their  head.  But  after  he  had  settled  himself  comfort 
able  for  thought  and  had  paused  for  a  moment  to  notice 
how  one  brilliant  star  flashed  at  him  through  the  slit  in  the 
wall  above  his  head,  he  was  suddenly  astonished  to  find 
that  the  light  of  the  star  had  grown  to  fill  the  whole  cell, 
and  at  that  moment  Muzani-Ahmed  opened  the  clanking 
door  and  appeared,  bearing  on  a  salver  a  steaming  cup 
and  a  morsel  of  fine  white  bread. 

"  Thou  art  better  this  morning,"  said  the  Magian  in 
his  sharp  little  voice,  nodding  cheerfully. 

"  This  morning  !  "  Rafi  turned  his  eyes  to  the  window- 
slit,  but  the  star  had  miraculously  disappeared  and  the 
blue  sky  was  flooded  with  the  light  of  the  eastern 
sun. 

Having  set  his  feet  in  the  right  path  toward  health,  Rafi 
trod  it  with  the  stride  of  a  jinn  and  his  progress  amazed 
even  his  faithful  little  physician.  The  day  upon  which 
he  walked  seven  times  around  his  cell  unaided  and  with 
out  severe  weariness  was  a  day  of  joy  to  both,  and  the 
Magian  nodded  contentedly. 

"  'Tis  well  !  "  he  said.  "  Thou  art  cured  and  perfect  in 
thy  body  instead  of  being  maimed  and  a  cripple  for  life 
as  I  once  feared  it  might  be.  Harun  hath  that  much  the 
less  to  answer  for." 

"  Will  he  not  be  called  on  to  answer  rather  for  the  in 
tention  than  the  deed,  in  which  he  was  frustrated  only  by 
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the  wondrous  courage  of  a  frail  girl — would  to  Allah  that 
I  knew  where  I  might  find  her !  " 

"  Thy  wife — always  thy  wife  !  "  Muzani-Ahmed  spoke 
with  both  impatience  and  jealousy  in  his  tone.  "  Hast 
thou  no  thought  for  the  great  skill  which  hath  saved  thee? 
I  tell  thee  that  thou  wert  a  dead  man  this  day  and  the 
bird  Manah  would  now  be  screeching  about  thy  tomb, 
had  it  not  been  for  the  unrivalled  skill  of  Geber  the 
Master,  of  whom  I  am  only  an  humble  disciple  but  to 
whom  I  am  bound  by  the  strongest  tics  of  gratitude." 

"  I  am  grateful,  ay,"  said  Rafi  slowly.  "  But  in  spite 
of  thy  modest  disclaimer  I  am  more  grateful  to  thee,  for 
but  for  thy  care  I  should  not  stand  and  walk  to-day  as  I 
do  now,  alone  and  with  the  grateful  promise  of  returning 
strength  strong  within  me." 

"  'Tis  well,  indeed,  that  this  be  so,"  responded  the  phy 
sician  abruptly,  "  for  to-day  I  must  leave  thee." 

"  Leave  me !  'Tis  true,  thou  canst  not  tarry  here  for 
ever  with  a  well  patient ;  but  I  shall  miss  thee !  " 

"  And  I  thee."  No  one  would  have  dreamed  the  little 
black's  shrill  voice  capable  of  such  a  momentarily  soft 
modulation.  "  But  Geber  hath  need  of  me  elsewhere, 
now  that  thou  art  fully  recovered." 

"  When  must  thou  depart?  "  asked  Rafi,  tasting  already 
in  imagination  the  loneliness  of  future  hours. 

"  In  an  hour's  time." 

"So  soon?"  He  sighed.  Rafi  sighed.  "And  I— 
what  fate  lieth  before  me  !  How  can  I  learn  of  what 
passeth  beyond  my  prison  walls.  Will  these  doors  open 
to  me  that  I  may  pass  through  them  a  free  man,  or  as  a 
condemned  prisoner,  led  forth  to  his  death  ;  or  it  may 
be,  slain  here  in  secret  and  in  darkness,  they  will  open  but 
that  my  dead  body  may  be  cast  forth  upon  a  refuse-heap 
to  wither  in  the  sun  !  " 

"  Cease  thy  foolish  imaginings  !  "  cried  Muzani  with  a 
shiver.  "  And  give  heed  to  my  words,  lest  it  be  even  as 
thou  sayest.  It  hath  been  a  race  to  the  death — or  rather, 
for  life.  But  thou  dost  bid  fair  to  conquer.  A  week  ago 
Harun  left  Baghdad  at  the  head  of  an  armed  force  for 
this  city  of  Balkh  which  he  doth  intend  to  occupy  and 
subdue.  When  within  a  day's  march  of  us,  Ali,  being 
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secretly  advised,  was  to  put  thee  to  death  and  display  thy 
divided  body  upon  the  city  gates  as  earnest  of  the  fate 
awaiting  all  rebels." 

Rafi  made  an  exclamation  of  surprise  and  consternation, 
but  Muzani  continued:  "Intimidated  and  deprived  of  a 
leader,  Harun  believed  that  the  people  would  not  rise  and 
therefore  he  and  AH  would  be  at  liberty  to  punish  the 
insurgents  by  an  increase  of  imposts  and  to  deal  with  thy 
wife,  the  Princess  Oleija,  as  they  saw  fit — when  they  found 
her!" 

"  But  if  this  be  true,"  cried  Rafi,  "  by  forced  marches 
and  in  this  dry  weather  over  the  mountain  passes,  Harun 
should  be  here  by  now  ;  or  at  least  his  advance  messenger 
should  arrive  to-day,  and  I—  '  he  stopped  with  dry  lips. 
It  tried  even  Rafi's  stout  heart  to  find  that  he  had 
been  saved  from  one  fate  only  to  be  given  over  to  an 
other. 

"  And  this  would  be  the  truth — but  for  one  thing. 
Something  over  a  day's  march  from  the  City  of  Peace, 
Harun  left  the  army  encamped  by  the  way,  while  he  rode 
back  to  Baghdad  in  haste  upon  receiving  an  urgent  sum 
mons  from  Zobeide  the  Queen.  It  is  true  that  when  the 
khalif  arrived  at  the  palace  he  found  that  the  queen  had 
had  no  thought  of  recalling  him,  but  with  the  best  haste 
the  delay  added  three  days  to  the  time  of  march — and 
three  days  to  the  time  given  thec  for  recovery." 
Muzani  looked  at  him  with  a  little  smile  for  the  mystery 
of  the  false  message;  then  added  gravely,  "  But  that  time 
hath  now  expired  and  therefore  to-morrow  thou  mayst 
expect  the  messengers  from  the  governor." 

"  And  thou — thou  wilt  leave  me  here  to  die !  " 

"  The  night  yet  remaineth,"  returned  Muzani  compos 
edly.  Then  he  leaned  forward  and  spoke  quickly  and  ear 
nestly.  "  Hearken  closely,  for  now  thy  life  hangeth  upon 
thy  ears  and  thy  courage.  Instructions  will  be  furnished 
thee  in  good  time.  Follow  them  and  all  will  yet  be  well 
with  thee,  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  thou  man  with  a  brave  heart 
and  an  honest  soul,  whom  may  Allah  favour  and  His 
Prophet  protect !  "  It  fell  almost  as  a  benediction  and  a 
faint  ray  of  hope  dawned  in  the  despair  in  Rafi's  heart. 

"  But  my  wife — Oleija,  my  wife  !  "  he  exclaimed. 
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"  Thou  shalt  learn  in  good  time  !  "  The  door  clanked 
back  on  its  hinges  and  the  stolid  face  of  the  guard  ap 
peared. 

"  I  am  ready.  Farewell,  friend  !  "  said  the  physician 
briefly.  The  door  shut  again  noisily  and  Rafi  was  alone. 
He  had  faced  death  numberless  times  without  thought  of 
fear,  but  he  had  a  soldier's  horror  of  the  death  that  lurked 
in  dark  corners  waiting  to  spring  out  upon  him  in  a  help 
less  moment  and  tear  him  secretly.  And  nothing  stood 
between  him  and  this  ignoble  fate  but  the  vague  promise 
of  a  stranger,  an  emissary  of  the  man  who  had  already 
failed  him  once  at  a  crucial  moment  and  might  easily  do 
so  again.  And  Oleija,  his  wife !  What  would  be  her 
fate  when  he  was  slain,  and  the  yoke  of  extortion  and 
oppression  was  riveted  more  firmly  upon  the  neck  of  the 
people. 

He  groaned  aloud  and  raised  his  eyes  to  the  window, 
to  learn  the  time  by  the  sun-ray  that  fell  in  the  afternoon 
through  the  narrow  window  and  lay  in  a  bright  patch 
upon  the  floor.  He  watched  the  slender  finger  of  light 
creep  up  the  wall,  shorten  and  grow  redder  as  the  sun 
sank  lower  toward  that  night  that  might  be  his  last.  And 
always  the  finger  pointed  and  pointed  as  the  minutes 
passed,  so  insistently  that  at  last  he  was  moved  to  rise 
and  carefully  sound  and  investigate  the  floor,  in  the  vague 
hope  that  the  little  ray  of  sun  might  be  pointing  him 
miraculously  to  some  movable  stone,  or  some  secret  pas 
sage  to  liberty.  But  no  such  discovery  repaid  his  most 
minute  search,  and  at  last  he  crouched  again  upon  the 
floor  in  hopeless  despair,  ceasing  to  take  any  account 
of  the  passing  time  and  putting  his  hand  before  his  eyes 
to  shut  out  the  haunting  ray. 

Suddenly  a  little  rustle  in  the  intense  stillness  startled 
him.  The  finger,  attenuated  to  a  thread,  still  glowed 
upon  the  wall,  and  following  its  direction  downward  he 
saw  lying  upon  the  floor  a  slip  of  paper  which  had  cer 
tainly  not  been  there  when  he  looked  last. 

He  rose,  and  opening  it  quickly,  read  the  words  it  con 
tained  in  haste,  lest  the  vanishing  daylight  should  leave 
him  in  darkness  before  he  could  decipher  the  paper. 
."  The  key  is  in  the  cleft  from  which  came  the  centipede 
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which  I  killed  yester-eve.  When  the  owl  crieth  thrice 
and  thrice  again,  open  the  door  boldly  and  follow  the 
passage  to  the  stair.  Descend  for  three  flights  and  turn 
sharply  to  the  left  at  the  fourth.  The  key  will  stand  in 
the  lock  and  the  guards  will  be  drunken  with  forbidden 
wine." 

Rafi  flew  to  the  wall  and  felt  in  the  tiny  cleft  in  the 
bricks  which  was  just  at  a  level  with  his  head.  Yes,  his 
fingers  did  indeed  touch  something  hard,  he  drew  out  a 
brass  key  and  held  it  to  his  breast  for  joy.  Darkness  was 
now  absolute.  He  was  still  standing  with  the  key  and 
the  bit  of  paper  clutched  together  in  his  feverish  hands 
when  suddenly  the  cry  of  an  owl  sounded  through  the 
stillness.  The  sweat  started  out  upon  his  body,  for  he 
thought  the  signal  sounded  for  him  and  the  guard  had 
not  yet  been  his  nightly  round.  Once,  twice,  thrice,  and 
then  a  pause.  Rafi's  wjiole  being  throbbed  in  his  ears. 
But  the  signal  was  not  repeated,  and  at  that  moment 
he  heard  the  steps  of  the  guard  outside  his  door.  He 
threw  himself  upon  the  skins  in  the  corner  and  feigned 
sleep. 

"  Peace  be  with  thee  and  the  pity  and  blessing  of 
Allah  !  "  said  the  guard,  and  relocked  the  door  without 
awaiting  an  answer,  which  was  fortunate,  for  Rafi's  dry 
tongue  could  not  have  articulated  a  syllable  of  the  usual 
response,  "  The  Compassionate,  the  Merciful  !  " 

It  seemed  to  him  that  he  sat  for  hours  after  that  in  the 
darkness  which  pressed  upon  him  like  a  tangible  weight, 
and  it  was  with  a  start  that  sent  the  key  clanging  from 
his  nerveless  fingers  to  the  floor  that  he  finally  heard  from 
out  the  distant  darkness  the  melancholy  hoot  of  the  ap 
pointed  signal.  He  slipped  the  paper  into  his  sash  which 
he  wound  more  closely  about  him.  His  boots  had  been 
taken  from  him,  so  that  he  wore  only  his  khuffs,  or  soft 
inner  shoes.  Nor  had  he  a  mantle  or  any  outside  cover 
ing.  He  thought  little  of  this,  however,  in  the  issue  of 
life  and  death  before  him  ;  he  felt  his  courage  rise  to  meet 
any  danger,  any  evil,  that  he  could  meet  and  fight — free ! 
He  opened  his  door  softly  with  the  brass  key  and  follow 
ing  the  directions  which  had  been  given  him,  he  sped 
down  the  unguarded  corridor  to  the  stair  at  the  farther  end. 


372  GEBER 

Down  these  he  hastened,  winding  and  steep  as  they 
were,  one  after  the  other,  until  he  reached  the  fourth. 
"  Thrice  and  turn  sharply  to  the  left."  Yes,  the  key  was 
in  the  door,  a  small  aperture,  scarcely  half  the  height  of 
a  man.  From  below  came  the  sound  of  singing  and 
noisy  mirth  from  the  drunken  guards.  He  turned  the 
key  and  the  little  door  swung  outward,  disclosing  a  yawn 
ing  space  of  blackness.  For  an  instant  he  hesitated  to 
trust  himself  to  the  uncertainty  that  lay  beyond  this 
point.  As  he  stood  in  doubt  the  sound  of  an  opening  door 
reached  him  from  below ;  then  the  sudden  gust  of  noise 
ceased  and  he  heard  instead  the  measured  tramp  of  heavy, 
ascending  feet.  Some  one  of  the  guards  had  escaped  the 
drugging  effect  of  the  wine  and  had  started  upon  a  round 
of  the  prison.  A  low,  urgent  whistle  sounded  below  him 
in  the  dark,  and  he  swung  silently  out  of  the  door,  de 
termining  to  die  in  the  open  rather  than  to  be  returned 
to  his  cell  to  await  his  murderers  in  the  dark.  He  found 
that  his  feet  rested  securely  upon  the  top  round  of  a 
ladder  and  drawing  the  door  gently  shut  after  him,  he 
half  swung,  half  fell  down  the  rude  support,  seized  by  a 
sudden  panic  of  fear  and  haste,  and  landed  in  a  bruised 
heap  at  the  bottom.  In  an  instant  a  slight  form  was 
bending  over  him,  only  distinguishable  in  its  bjack  gar 
ments  because  it  seemed  to  be  the  darkness  vivified. 

"  Oh,  Rafi  !"  whispered  a  voice.  "Quick!  There  is  not 
an  instant  to  lose.  I  fear  I  have  waited  too  long.  Harun 
hath  an  hour  gone  come  into  the  city  and  thy  life  dc- 
pendcth  now  upon  the  speed  and  endurance  of  our  horses." 

He  felt  no  wonder  at  anything  in  his  dazed  condition, 
not  even  that  the  voice  was  that  of  his  wife  Oleija.  She 
seized  his  hand  and  dragged  him  swiftly  to  where  two 
horses  stood  in  the  black  shadow  of  the  building.  As 
they  approached  a  boy  slipped  from  his  position  at  their 
head  and  helped  Oleija  to  mount.  Rafi  recognised  him 
as  the  lad  Aba  whom  he  had  seen  at  Gebcr's  house.  As 
they  reached  the  horses  one  of  them  neighed  softly,  but 
Oleija  reached  out  and  pressed  the  mare's  nostrils  shut. 

"  Hush  thee  !  Hush  thcc  !  "  she  whispered.  "  His  life 
doth  depend  upon  thee,  thy  silence  and  thy  swiftness. 
Mount — mount ! ''  she  urged,  almost  in  the  same  breath, 
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when  Rafi,  overcome  with  weakness,  was  obliged  to  make  a 
second  effort  before  he  could  swing  himself  into  the 
saddle.  She  laid  her  hand  upon  him  to  ascertain  that  he 
was  steady  in  his  seat  and  then  urged  her  mare  forward 
with  the  parting  injunction,  "  Think  of  naught  but  that 
thou  must  not  fall  from  thy  saddle.  Leave  all  the  rest  to 
Ghalia,  for  she  knoweth  what  to  do  and  will  follow  me." 

At  that  instant  a  clamour  rang  out  above  them  in  the 
darkness  and  lights  began  to  show  at  the  windows. 
Answering  lights  flashed  in  the  distance  from  the  gov 
ernor's  palace  and  a  sudden  alarm  of  drums  and  cymbals 
filled  the  neighbouring  streets. 

"  Short  odds  !  "  exclaimed  Oleija  in  his  ear.  "  Some 
thing  hath  miscarried."  Rafi  thought  of  the  guard  who 
had  passed  him  on  the  stair  and  knew  that  he  had  visited 
his  cell  and  discovered  his  absence,  but  he  was  too  much 
occupied  with  keeping  his  seat  at  Ghalia's  suddenly  in 
creased  pace  to  repeat  it  to  Oleija,  who  added  regretfully, 
"  I  repent  now  that  my  conscience  was  tender  and  caused 
me  to  drug  the  wine  too  lightly.  I  would  I  had  poisoned 
the  pigs !  " 

The  two  horses  pressed  down  the  street  upon  muffled 
feet,  Oleija  leading  and  Rafi  following  closely,  feeling 
himself  to  be  in  a  dream  from  which  he  would  doubtless 
soon  emerge  to  find  about  him  the  blank  walls  of  his 
cell.  Suddenly  a  commotion  before  them  startled  him 
into  wakefulness.  "  Oleija  !  "  he  whispered,  gathering 
his  scattered  energies  to  meet  what  he  knew  would  be 
the  moment  upon  which  their  lives  would  hang.  "  'Tis 
for  us,  that  alarm  before  us  at  the  gate,"  he  said,  as  she 
drew  in  and  waited  for  him.  "  They  will  try  to  stop  us 
at  the  gate.  Oiir  only  chance  now  is  to  force  our  way 
through  the  guards  by  the  suddenness  of  our  descent 
upon  them.  Go  thou  first  and  ride  down  with  all  thy 
mare's  speed  r.ny  who  would  stop  thee.  I  shall  be  close 
behind  thee !  " 

They  crept  silently  a  few  steps  nearer  in  the  darkness. 
Rafi  could  feel  Ghalia  tremble  under  the  tight  rein  that 
he  drew  as  if  she  understood  his  plan.  He  settled  him 
self  in  the  saddle,  took  a  firmer  grip  with  his  knees, 
stiffened  all  his  muscles  and  then  at  a  single  word  both 
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horses  shot  out  of  the  cover  of  the  darkndss  like  arrows 
from  the  archer's  hand,  into  the  red  light  of  the  torches 
at  the  gate.  A  few  moments  before  they  might  have 
passed  in  safety.  The  soldiers  were  just  pouring  from 
the  guard-house  in  the  confusion  incident  upon  a  sudden 
order  of  unusual  import.  There  was  so  much  noise  and 
discussion  that  the  fugitives  were  almost  upon  them 
before  they  could  gather  their  wits  for  an  attempt  to  stop 
them.  As  it  was,  Oleija's  powerful  grey  carried  her  into 
and  through  the  midst  of  the  shouting,  running  group, 
leaving  behind  her  on  the  ground  the  bodies  of  those 
who  made  the  attempt  to  check  her  mad  flight.  But  the 
distance  of  a  second  of  time  behind  her  which  Rafi  had 
allowed  for  her  safety  was  enough  for  some  of  the  old 
soldiers  to  have  massed  themselves  in  the  very  center  of 
the  gates  with  lowered  pikes,  braced  to  receive  the  second 
horse  upon  their  points.  There  was  not  an  instant  for 
reflection,  even  had  Rafi  been  capable  at  that  moment  of 
using  his  usual  cool  judgment  or  quick  wit.  He  shuddered 
with  sick  despair  as  he  swept  down  upon  that  bristling 
death  ;  but  the  shudder  of  horror  was  not  for  his  own  fate, 
or  even  for  that  of  his  wife,  who,  being  safely  through 
the  gate,  was  out  of  all  immediate  danger.  It  was  the 
certainty  that  in  another  instant  of  time  his  beautiful 
mare  would  be  a  ghastly  corpse,  her  loyal  heart  spouting 
its  gallant  tide  of  life  through  a  score  of  grisly  wounds. 
He  shut  his  eyes  and  braced  himself  for  the  shock.  But 
Ghalia  herself  saw  no  necessity  for  making  such  an  end 
while  her  wit  was  as  clear  and  her  strength  as  perfect  as 
at  this  moment.  Joy  lent  her  wings,  fordid  she  not  bear 
once  again  upon  her  back  the  loved  form  for  which  she 
had  pined  in  vain  these  weary  months  ?  She  increased 
her  speed  as  she  saw  the  wall  of  lowered  pikes,  so  that  the 
pikemen  braced  themselves  more  strongly  to  receive  her ; 
but  just  before  another  great  bound  would  have  impaled 
her  on  their  points,  she  rose  high  in  the  air  with  the  sail 
ing  flight  of  a  bird  and  landing  cleanly  on  the  farther  side 
of  the  amazed  group,  she  was  out  of  sight  in  the  darkness 
in  a  moment. 

The  soldiers  lowered  their  weapons  and  looked  at  each 
other  for  a  moment  in  silence. 


GEBER  375 

"  Naught  but  a  bird  could  have  done  it ! "  one  ex 
claimed  in  a  hushed  voice  ;  "  or  one  possessed  of  Sheitan 
himself." 

"  Thou  art  a  fool,  Hosein !  "  said  the  captain  im 
patiently,  as  the  men's  faces  lost  a  little  of  their  colour  and 
they  glanced  uneasily  into  the  blackness  beyond  the  gate 
at  his  suggestion.  "  Thou  wert  set  to  arrest  Rafi  ibn 
Omeirah  if  he  attempted  to  escape  through  this  gate  of 
the  city,  and  Harun  will  have  something  to  say  regarding 
the  way  in  which  we  have  obeyed  orders,"  he  added  rue 
fully  ;  "  for  that  was  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  who  flew  over  our 
heads  upon  his  unrivalled  mare,  Black  Ghalia,  who  hath 
not  her  equal,  ay,  in  two  horses,  in  the  whole  Arabian 
Peninsula.  But  who  rode  upon  the  grey  that  passed  us 
first  ?  " 

"  I  saw  naught  but  a  flash  and  a  shadow,  like  trailing 
smoke.  Doubtless  his  familiar  hath  aided  him  to  escape 
and  now  doth  guide  him  to  safety  in  the  desert." 

"Then  his  familiar  rideth  a  substantial  grey  mare!" 
interrupted  another,  rubbing  his  shoulder.  "  I  can  swear 
that  the  horse  at  least  was  no  spirit." 

"  Hearken  !  Here  cometh  another  rider,  doubtless  in 
pursuit." 

"  Hath  any  passed  this  way  ? ' 

The  group  prostrated  itself,  for  it  was  Harun  the  khalif 
who  spoke.  He  listened  impatiently  to  their  voluble 
explanations  and  excuses,  until  they  told  how  the  horse 
had  taken  them  in  her  stride  and  vanished  into  the 
night. 

"What  colour  was  the  mare?"  he  demanded  with 
startled  suspicion. 

"  Black,  oh  Sherif,  black,  with  a  gJiura  of  five  points 
upon  her  forehead.  I  noted  it  in  the  blaze  of  the  torch 
as  she  rose  in  the  air  above  my  head." 

"  Ghalia ! "  Harun  exclaimed,  and  cursed  her  rider 
between  his  teeth.  "  How  hath  he  recovered  the  mare 
which  I  left  safely  guarded  in  my  stables  in  Baghdad. 
Surely  the  Evil  One  hath  aided  him  !  Which  way  went 
he?  I  will  rend  him  limb  from  limb  for  this  night's 
insult ! " 

"The    darkness   swallowed    him,  Prince  of  Believers, 
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but  I  fancied  that  he  turned  toward  Samarkand.  But 
surely  thou  wilt  not  venture  thy  sacred  Presence  upon 
the  desert  to-night  and  without  escort — may  I  be  pardoned 
my  presumption." 

But  Harun  was  beside  himself  with  rage.  It  was  now 
not  enough  that  this  man  who  had  so  often  and  so  suc 
cessfully  defied  him,  should  be  captured  and  brought  back 
to  receive  punishment  ;  nothing  would  now  cool  the  burn 
ing  fury  in  his  soul  but  to  find  him  as  instantly  as  lay  in 
human  powers  and  to  slay  him  with  his  own  hand.  He 
ordered  that  a  score  of  his  men  mount  and  follow  him  at 
once,  but  he  himself  pressed  his  knees  to  Subbah's  side 
and  sprang  through  the  gate  alone. 

Meanwhile  the  black  and  the  grey  were  running  lightly 
and  easily  side  by  side,  while  their  riders  talked  eagerly 
together.  Or  rather,  Oleija  talked  and  Rafi  listened,  lost 
in  amazement,  while  she  recounted  how  she  had  fled  from 
the  palace,  incited  the  people,  and  at  last  started  on  foot 
in  disguise  for  Baghdad,  intending  to  take  refuge  with 
Geber.  How  she  had  scarcely  left  the  city  well  behind 
her  when  she  was  joined  by  an  ancient  pilgrim  who  dis 
closed  himself  to  be  Geber  himself  and  who  sent  her  back 
to  Balkh  in  a  new  disguise  to  care  for  Rafi  in  his  almost 
mortal  sickness. 

"Thou — thou  wert  Muzani-Ahmed,  the  little  blacka 
moor!"  cried  Rafi.  "  And  thou  didst  not  tell  me,  Oleija, 
my  wife !  " 

"  Thy  life  depended  upon  the  rapidity  of  thy  recovery, 
Rafi,  my  husband,"  she  replied  tenderly  but  firmly.  "  If 
I  had  told  thee,  hadst  thou  known  that  thy  wife  was 
there  in  peril  with  thce,  would  thy  recovery  have  been 
aided  thereby  ? "  Rafi  was  silent,  realising  that  hers 
had  been  the  wiser  way. 

"  But  Ghalia,  how  came  she  here?"  He  laid  his  hand 
lovingly  upon  the  mare's  neck  which  she  curved  with  a 
note  of  joy  at  his  touch. 

"  The  lad  Aba  tricked  her  from  the  stables  and  brought 
her  to  me  here.  Behind  the  saddles  are  food  and  water, 
though  the  way  is  so  planned  that  we  shall  not  want  for 
food  and  shelter  upon  our  journey.  I  had  hoped  and 
planned  for  a  little  longer  start."  Her  voice  was  troubled 
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for  an  instant.  "  But  by  the  blessing  of  Allah  in  whom  I 
trust,  all  will  yet  be  well.  Surely  He  hath  been  with  us 
thus  far!  " 

Out  upon  the  broad  plains  the  darkness  was  less  dense 
and  here  and  there  a  star  showed  through  the  clouds, 
which,  however,  contained  no  promise  of  rain,  for  the 
winter  rains  would  not  begin  foryet  another  two  months 
and  all  the  wadis  and  hill-streams  would  be  dry  in  the 
withered  desert  of  the  plains.  They  had  turned  toward 
Samarkand  ;  the  Hindoo  Koosh  mountains  lowered,  a 
deeper  darkness,  on  the  horizon  behind  them,  and  the 
Bokhara  foot-hills  stood  at  their  right.  It  must  be  now 
a  fight  to  the  finish  between  Raft  and  the  khalif.  It  must 
be  a  successful  rebellion  of  the  provinces  of  Samarkand 
and  Khorasan,  or  complete  destruction  to  Rafi.  He 
must  reach  Samarkand,  warn  his  brother  Beshir  of  their 
danger,  and  rally  the  people  to  defence,  before  Harun 
could  reach  and  invest  the  territory  against  him. 

"What  weapon  hast  thou  brought,  sweetheart?"  Rafi 
asked,  breaking  a  little  pause  of  thought  that  had  fallen 
between  them,  as  the  distant  cry  of  some  night-animal 
attracted  his  attention  to  the  dangers  which  might 
threaten  them  on  their  journey.  Oleija  reached  behind 
her  and  loosened  a  short  javelin  from  its  fastenings  and 
handed  it  to  him. 

"  I  dared  not  overweight  the  horses  with  great  burdens. 
At  daylight  we  shall  reach  the  first  of  the  safe  shelters 
which  Geber  hath  arranged  for  us.  Thou  art  yet  weak, 
love,  and  must  rest  that  we  may  make  the  greater  speed 
in  the  end." 

"  Why  hast  thou  changed  thy  most  excellent  disguise 
of  the  black  physician,  sweet  wife?"  asked  Rafi  a  little 
later  as  they  swept  on  with  unabated  speed  through  the 
peace  and  benediction  of  the  night. 

"  It  was  unbecoming,  at  best,"  she  answered  with  a 
bewitching  pout  in  her  voice. 

"  But  safe." 

"  Not  safer  than  the  truth.  One  in  pursuit  might  slay 
a  fleeing  black  eunuch  with  arrow  or  javelin  ;  but  who 
would  so  slay  a  woman  !  " 

"  Yet  if  it  should  happen  that  thy  husband  were  killed 
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before  thine  eyes  and  the  woman  delivered  up  to  his 
murderers — " 

"  Then  I  have  my  dagger,"  she  returned  simply. 

"Hearken!     What  hath  Ghalia  heard?" 

The  mare  had  lifted  her  head  and  turned  her  sharp  ears 
back  as  if  listening  to  some  sound  in  the  distance  behind 
them.  Presently  a  faint  sound  of  the  rhythmic  beat  of  a 
horse's  hoofs  was  borne  to  them  upon  a  puff  of  wind  and 
died  away  again  with  the  breeze. 

"We  are  pursued!"  murmured  Oleija  in  consterna 
tion.  "  'Tis  but  a  solitary  horseman,  Rafi,  for  I  can  count 
the  fall  of  his  mare's  feet." 

A  silence  fell  upon  them,  for  the  same  thought  had 
occurred  to  both. 

"  We  must  ride  faster  and  leave  him  behind,"  said  Rafi 
after  a  little,  during  which  the  sound  had  increased  and 
there  was  no  longer  chance  for  doubt.  They  increased 
their  speed  and  soon  lost  the  echo  of  the  following 
hoof-beats,  and  then  another  perplexity  came  to  Rafi's 
mind. 

"  He  hath  rightly  guessed  that  we  would  head  north 
for  Samarkand,"  he  said.  "  Depend  upon  it,  others  will 
follow  where  he  leadeth  and  we  shall  then  be  easily  traced 
to  our  first  resting-place.  There  is  but  one  remedy. 
Turn  to  the  right,  sv/eet  wife,  slowly,  that  he  may  not 
divine  our  purpose  and  intercept  us.  We  must  shelter 
among  the  hills  till  they  have  passed  us." 

Another  hour  went  by  and  at  its  end  they  were  wind 
ing  about  among  the  first  rises  of  the  hills.  The  ground 
was  rougher  and  they  were  obliged  to  ride  more  slowly, 
which  Oleija  secretly  felt  to  be  fortunate,  for  her  marc 
was  showing  signs  of  distress  after  these  hours  of  hard 
riding.  Then  again  Ghalia  lifted  up  her  head  and  again 
listening  closely  they  heard  the  faint  echo  of  following 
feet.  Ghalia  would  have  given  a  joyful  neigh  of  recog 
nition,  but  a  sudden  pressure  from  Rafi's  knees  and  a 
sharp  command  under  his  breath  restrained  her.  Harun 
had  indeed  lost  them  as  they  turned,  but  Subbah's  un 
easiness  told  him  that  something  was  amiss,  and  with  a 
sudden  inspiration  he  loosened  his  rein  and  gave  her  her 
head.  She  turned  at  once  and  struck  out  with  renewed 
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speed  toward  the  left,  anxious  to  overtake  the  gallant 
rival  whom  she  recognised  and  remembered. 

The  two  fugitives  urged  their  horses  to  greater  speed. 
Neither  spoke,  and  Rafi's  face  was  white  and  his  hand 
trembled  on  the  rein.  Ghalia's  breath  came  with  the  ease 
of  perfect  wind  and  great  endurance,  but  Oleija  felt  her 
heart  grow  cold  as  she  recognised  the  little  quiver  with 
which 'her  grey  drew  in  her  breath.  She  made  a  gallant 
attempt  now  to  follow  Ghalia's  lead  as  the  latter  sprang 
forward  at  Rafi's  word  of  command  ;  but,  after  a  few  min 
utes  of  this  increase  of  effort,  her  breath  began  to  come 
in  gasps  and  she  fell  farther  behind  with  every  stride. 
Rafi  reined  down  beside  her  and  the  sound  behind  them 
became  more  and  more  distinct. 

"  She  shall  not  fail — she  shall  not  ! "  he  exclaimed, 
through  set  teeth,  lashing  the  failing  brute  mercilessly  to 
a  new  burst  of  speed  and  again  the  sound  died  away  while 
they  sped  on  and  on  in  a  mad  race  like  a  fearful  dream, 
Rafi  close  behind  his  wife,  watching  her  straining  mare 
with  a  keen  eye.  Pie  saw  her  suddenly  falter  in  her 
stride  and  stagger  blindly  on  as  if  the  muscles  had  lost 
the  guiding  brain,  and  he  had  just  time  to  catch  Oleija 
with  his  arm  and  swing  her  strongly  to  his  breast  when 
the  grey  went  down  with  a  crash  never  to  rise  again. 

Oleija  lay  with  her  face  against  her  husband's  heart. 
Even  in  that  tense  moment  her  memory  went  back  to 
that  other  scene  long  ago,  when  she  lay  as  now,  unfright- 
ened  but  safe,  in  those  strong  and  tender  arms.  A  bliss 
ful  content  drowned  the  fear  of  danger  in  her  mind — a 
content  known  only  by  the  woman  who  may  possess  such 
a  rare  retreat,  an  enfolding  circle  of  protecting  strength 
and  unfailing  love  within  which  she  may  creep  at  need 
and  be  at  rest.  She  was  roused  by  a  muttered  exclama 
tion  from  Rafi,  and  raised  her  head. 

"  They  gain  upon  us  steadily  !  "  he  said.  "  Oh,  Ghalia, 
my  sweet  bird,  canst  thou  not  fly  faster  for  her  sake  ?  " 

Again  and  again  the  loyal  animal  responded  to  her 
master's  voice,  but  it  became  each  moment  more  clear 
that  the  double  burden  and  the  killing  pace  must  soon 
end  the  race.  There  was  victory  in  the  very  ring  of  Sub- 
bah's  hoofs,  who,  striving  her  best,  though  bewildered  by 
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the  unaccustomed  blows  which  fell  upon  her  from  the 
hand  of  her  loved  master,  did  not  dream  that  her  joy  of 
the  race  was  compassing  death  and  dishonour. 

"  There  is  now  but  one  way,"  said  Raft  at  last  desper 
ately.  "  But  one  way  in  which  I  may  save  thee."  He 
placed  his  wife  firmly  upon  the  saddle  before  him  and 
turned  his  face  to  his  enemy.  He  could  see  him  clearly 
now,  for  the  night  had  brightened  and  the  distance  grew 
less  between  them  with  every  moment.  Now  they  were 
almost  within  striking  distance  and  he  could  see  the  flash 
of  the  Piercer  as  Harun  balanced  it  in  his  hand,  bare,  and 
ready  to  strike  the  fatal  blow. 

"  Cling  to  me,  my  life,  and  look  not  back ! "  Raft  com 
manded  her  as  he  shifted  his  javelin  to  a  throwing  hold. 
Oleija  understood  his  intention. 

"  Do  not  slay  him,  Raft,  my  husband  !  "  she  cried  aloud. 
"  Do  not  slay  my  brother,  else  am  I  no  longer  thy  wife  !  " 

"But  it  is  his  death  or  ours!"  said  Rafi,  distressed 
and  perplexed  at  this  sudden  dilemma.  "  If  I  slay  him 
not,  then  will  he  most  assuredly  slay  me,  thy  husband  !  " 

"  Then  let  us  both  die,  rather  than  that  we  should  all 
meet  at  the  judgment-seat  of  Allah  with  such  murder  on 
our  souls!  " 

"  It  shall  be  as  thou  sayest,"  replied  Rafi  after  a  mo 
ment's  pause.  "  Trust  me,  sweet  !  "  for  she  had  clasped 
his  arm  as  he  slowly  raised  his  javelin  again  and  looked 
back  at  Harun  who  was  urging  Subbah  forward  with  all 
his  might  that  he  should  be  enabled  to  end  the  entire 
matter  with  one  sweeping  stroke  of  the  famous  sword. 
He  did  not  see  the  javelin  until  it  was  fairly  launched 
into  the  air  in  its  fatal  flight,  for  he  had  fancied  up  to  this 
moment  that  he  was  pursuing  an  unarmed  man,  rendered 
an  easy  prey  by  suffering  and  confinement. 

"Subbah,  forgive  me  this  evil  work!"  muttered  Rafi 
as  he  launched  the  javelin  with  a  sure  aim.  "  But  'tis 
thy  life  or  ours  !  " 

Harun  might  possibly  have  guarded  himself,  for  his 
command  of  his  sword  was  marvellous;  but  he  could  not 
guard  his  horse.  His  score  of  horsemen  found  him  there 
in  the  early  morning,  the  head  of  his  faithful  "  blood-red 
bay  "  pillowed  upon  his  knee.  She  was  unresponsive  to 
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the  beloved  voice  and  touch  of  her  weeping  master, 
because  a  javelin  was  buried  in  her  heart. 

When  morning  dawned  Rafi  drew  rein  in  a  patch  of 
shade  and  paused  to  rest  through  the  heat  of  the  day. 
He  himself  reeled  with  weariness  and  weakness  and  even 
Ghalia's  walk  was  an  effort.  They  unfastened  the  pro 
visions  from  the  saddle  after  their  prayers  and  prostra 
tions  toward  the  holy  city  had  been  accomplished,  they 
washed  their  hands  in  sand — a  substitute  for  water  pro 
vided  by  the  Prophet — and  ate  their  scanty  meal,  sharing 
equally  the  dried  fish,  dates  and  water  with  Ghalia.  They 
ate  sparingly,  for  what  they  had  saved  must  last  until  they 
had  retraced  their  steps  to  the  plains  and  could  reach  the 
first  shelter,  provided  for  them  by  Geber,  the  hut  of  a 
pious  hermit,  Ibrahim  ibn  Adham,  who  had  once  been  an 
influential  prince  of  Khorasan. 

"  I  rejoice  that  thou  didst  spare  my  brother,  beloved," 
said  Oleija  softly  with  grateful  eyes.  Rafi  looked  grim, 
but  stroked  her  small  head  tenderly. 

"  Because  he  was  thy  brother,  sweet.  Indeed  it 
grieved  me  more  to  slay  the  faithful,  innocent  mare  than 
it  would  to  have  ended  the  life  of  that  evil  man  who 
sought  to  end  mine  in  order  to  hide  the  wrong  he  had  done 
me.  Allah  hath  given  the  mastery  to  man,  but  often  the 
doubt  cometh  to  me  whether  the  beasts  that  serve  us 
have  not  the  greater  souls."  Ghalia  had  come  up  softly 
behind  him  and  now  laid  her  velvet  nose  in  his  bosom. 
Oleija  traced  the  white  star  on  her  forehead  with  her 
forefinger. 

"  Which  lovest  thou  best,  Rafi, — thy  wife  or  thy 
horse !  "  she  asked  with  a  roguish  laugh,  but  Rafi  an 
swered  with  gravity. 

"  Thee,  sweetheart ;  but  after  thee,  my  dear  mare 
Ghalia." 

"  May  Allah  grant  that  thou  art  never  forced  to  choose 
between  them  !  "  It  was  Rafi  who  laughed  this  time 
and  gathered  his  wife,  who  was  pretending  to  pout  with 
jealousy,  into  the  close  embrace  of  unselfish  love.  The 
day  wore  slowly  past  in  the  intense  heat.  Rafi  rested 
during  the  early  hours,  his  head  pillowed  upon  Oleija's 
knees,  and  hour  by  hour  she  sat  silent,  watching  the  flush 
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of  fever  rise  in  his  wasted  cheeks.  At  last  he  opened 
his  eyes  with  a  frightened  start. 

"  A  dream !  "  he  exclaimed.  "  Thanks  be  to  Allah  that 
it  was  but  a  dream  !  " 

"  Only  a  dream  !  "  repeated  Oleija,  soothingly,  and  mov 
ing  stiffly.  "  Drink  a  swallow  of  this  water,  Rafi,  to  cool 
thee."  Her  eyes  were  anxious,  but  she  said  nothing,  and 
the  hours  passed  slowly  on.  Their  only  shade  was  the 
shadow  of  a  mound  of  earth  from  which  the  rocks  cropped 
desolately.  Around  them  the  heat  rose  in  sickening 
waves  that  seemed  to  rebound  again  to  them  from  the 
copper  sky  which  pressed  down  upon  them  heavily  from 
above  in  a  tangible  weight  upon  their  throbbing  brains. 
It  was  a  vital  realisation  of  the  vision  of  Moses  :  "  And 
thy  heaven  that  is  over  thy  head  shall  be  brass,  and  the 
earth  that  is  under  thy  feet  shall  be  iron." 

At  the  first  possible  moment  they  set  out  again,  riding 
at  a  walk  to  save  Ghalia's  strength  ;  but  that  long,  over 
lapping  step  could  cover  many  miles  in  a  remarkably 
short  time  and  without  fatigue.  Oleija  rested  in  Rafi's 
arms,  which  scarcely  felt  her  light  weight,  while  he  whis 
pered  the  words  that  love  loves  in  her  ear.  The  night 
was  brilliant  and  cool. 

"  Seest  thou  the  falling  stars,  love?  Some  say  that 
each  is  the  winged  track  of  a  falling  soul,"  said  Rafi, 
watching  the  august  spectacular  display  in  the  heavens. 

"  '  Moreover,  we  have  adorned  the  lowest  heaven  with 
lamps  and  have  appointed  to  be  darted  at  the  devils,  for 
whom  we  have  prepared  the  torment  of  burning  fire,'  " 
quoted  Oleija  from  the  Koran. — "  Rafi,  pray  Allah  that 
we  may  die  together,  for  I  could  not  be  happy  without 
thee  in  the  very  gardens  of  Jannat-Aden  !  " 

On  and  on  through  the  night  they  rode,  guiding  their 
course  as  well  as  they  could  by  the  stars,  but  keeping  to  the 
security  of  the  foot-hills  until  daylight  should  show  them 
where  they  were.  But  when  day  dawned  they  looked 
about  them  with  a  growing  dismay  which  each  tried  care 
fully  to  hide  from  the  other.  The  sun  beat  down  upon 
them  with  remorseless  fury  and  forced  them  to  shelter, 
to  which  they  retired  reluctantly,  since  both  food  and 
water  were  exhausted  and  every  moment  of  waiting 
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here  in  the  desert  meant  a  moment's  chance  of  life 
lost.  Another  night  and  another  day  passed  in  feverish 
wanderings  and  hopeless  waiting,  in  such  agonies  of  thirst 
and  burning  pain  as  only  those  who  have  suffered  them 
can  comprehend.  Oleija  suffered  most,  for  on  the  last 
day  through  which  the  \vatcr  had  lasted  she  had  only 
pretended  to  drink  when  she  had  lifted  the  water-skin  to 
her  mouth,  in  order  that  Rafi  might  have  the  larger 
share.  Now  she  lay  exhausted  in  the  transient  shadow 
of  a  rock,  her  cracked  lips  parted  to  admit  the  burning 
air  which  scorched  her  lungs,  her  eyes  half-closed  and 
sightless.  She  was  lying  in  a  hollow  of  cool  sand  which 
Ghalia  with  her  perfect  instinct  had  dug  until  she  reached 
a  depth  unheated  by  the  sun,  and  to  which  Rafi  had 
carried  her  with  a  last  effort  of  his  failing  strength.  As 
he  looked  at  her  despairingly,  for  even  the  comparative 
coolness  had  not  roused  her  to  entire  consciousness,  he 
remembered  certain  awful  tales  he  had  repeatedly  heard 
from  pilgrims  and  others  who  crossed  the  burning  deserts, 
of  a  strange  wind,  called  samum  by  the  wild  tribes,  who 
foretold  it  by  a  smell  of  sulphur  in  the  air.  Beneath  its 
mysterious  poison  its  victims  died  in  a  moment  of  time 
and  their  bodies  turned  black  and  fell  apart  while  yet 
warm.  With  the  vivid  distinctness  with  which  we  re 
member  irrelevant  trifles  at  a  moment  of  great  strain, 
one  part  of  his  brain  dwelt  upon  the  belief  that  garlic 
and  raisins  would  revive  the  person  not  yet  dead  under 
the  samum.  The  other  part  of  his  consciousness,  as  he 
watched  his  wife's  darkening  face,  was  engaged  with  a 
thought  scarcely  less  terrible  to  him  than  his  own  death, 
but  insistent  and  not  to  be  put  aside.  His  face  was  grey 
and  sunken  as  he  stooped  at  last  and  took  something 
from  Oleija's  bosom  which  scarcely  moved  with  her  in 
drawn  breath.  He  looked  at  Ghalia  and  held  out  his  hand. 
His  lips  moved,  but  no  sound  came  from  them.  She 
rose  instantly  and  followed  him,  her  velvet  nose  laid  in 
his  palm  like  a  dog's.  He  drew  away  his  hand  at  the 
touch  with  a  groan  that  wrenched  his  dry  throat.  He 
walked  around  the  great  rock,  quite  out  of  sight  and 
hearing  of  the  inert  figure  behind  it.  which  had  stirred 
uneasily  as  he  rose.  At  last  he  stopped  and  turning, 
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clasped  his  arms  around  the  mare's  neck  and  buried  his 
face  in  her  mane,  silken  and  soft  as  a  woman's  hair  and 
falling  into  waves  and  ringlets  when  wet  by  the  rains. 

"  Oh,  Ghalia,  my  bird  !  "  he  moaned.  "  'Tis  thy  life  or 
hers.  Would  that  it  might  be  mine  instead  !  How  many 
years  hast  thou  loved  me  with  the  fidelity  of  a  woman, 
serving  me  with  the  loyalty  which  asketh  no  return,  con 
tent  if  my  voice  but  praise  thee  and  my  hand  caress.  Who 
can  comfort  me  when  I  have  lost  thee  ?  Who  shall  boar 
me  so  gallantly  in  war  and  so  daintily  in  pleasure?  Who 
can  read  my  thoughts  and  carry  out  my  purpose  in  the 
breath  in  which  they  were  born  ?  Once  thou  didst  bear 
me  wounded  from  the  field,  saving  my  life  by  thy  wit ; 
now  I  must  take  thine  in  mockery  of  payment.  Hadst 
thou  but  died  in  battle  or  of  an  ailment  which  none  might 
cure,  the  hurt  had  been  great  indeed,  but  time  can  sweeten 
memory  to  a  man's  soul.  But  how  shall  I  bear  to  re 
member  that  mine  own  hand  struck  the  blow  which  drove 
life  from  its  dwelling,  even  while  thine  eyes  look  trust 
fully  into  mine,  as  they  do  now  ?  " 

Ghalia  knew  that  her  master  was  in  trouble,  and  she 
comforted  him  to  the  be$t  of  her  ability.  She  whinnied 
gently  and  bent  her  head  to  breathe  soft,  warm  promises 
on  his  neck.  This  must  mean  more  work  for  her  to  do. 
Had  she  not  seen  him  thus  once  before  in  Egypt,  when  a 
man  had  brought  him  a  piece  of  white  paper  to  look  at? 
Did  not  that  mean  a  race  of  countless  miles,  when  she 
gave  him  her  best  service,  and  all  but  died  in  consequence 
when  her  task  was  done  ?  If  he  was  asking  of  her  another 
duty,  she  would  accomplish  his  desire  o.r  die  in  the  striv 
ing.  Only  she  wished  she  could  tell  him  how  much  faster 
she  could  travel  if  she  were  not  quite  so  hungry  and  so  caked 
with  thirst !  She  whinnied  again,  a  soft,  questioning  note 
of  puzzled  love.  Rafi  roused  himself  and  steeled  his  soul. 
He  kissed  the  white  ghu'ra  on  her  forehead,  he  kissed  her 
two  questioning,  loving  eyes  and  her  velvet  muzzle  with 
white,  shaking  lips. 

"  Forgive  me!  "  he  whispered,  bringing  his  hand  around 
from  behind  his  back.  •'  Nay,  turn  away  those  trusting 
eyes!  How  can  I  strike  while  love  doth  shine  upon  me 
from  those  tender  stars!  " 
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He  groaned  again  and  hid  his  eyes  ;  but  again  he  roused 
himself  as  he  remembered  that  the  minutes  might  mean 
life  or  death  to  his  dying  wife.  He  turned  away  his  eyes 
and  raised  his  hand.  It  must  be  now  before  he  looked 
again,  and  his  determination  melted  to  water  in  the  light 
of  her  eyes.  Then  his  hand  fell  to  his  side  and  the  dagger 
buried  itself  harmlessly  in  the  sand,  for  with  a  scream  of 
horror  a  little  figure  had  cast  itself  sobbing  upon  Ghalia's 
neck.  Ghalia  stood  very  quietly  to  receive  the  weight. 
Was  this  some  new  trouble  which  she  could  not  under 
stand  ?  She  was  conscious  of  feeling  very  weak  and  tired. 
Her  master  had  looked  at  her  so  strangely  for  a  moment 
that  something  in  her  had  shivered  and  stood  still,  breath 
less  and — could  it  be  that  for  the  first  time  in  her  life  she 
had  been  afraid  ? 

"  Oh,  Rafi,  Rafi  !  "  whispered  Oleija,  through  dry  lips. 
"  Couldst  thou  think  that  I  would  purchase  life  at  such  a 
price  ?  " 

"  'Twas  her  life  or  thine,"  said  Rafi  dully.  He  was 
wondering  how  he  could  nerve  himself  again  to  complete 
the  sacrifice. 

"  Rather  would  I  die  !  My  very  soul  recoileth  at  the 
thought." 

"  Then  must  we  all  die,  for  I  can  go  no  farther  !  "  Rafi's 
voice  broke  into  uncontrollable  sobs  ;  Oleija  swayed  and 
clung  to  Ghalia  to  save  herself  from  falling,  and  Ghalia 
looked  from  one  to  the  other  pitifully  ;  then  she  raised  her 
head  and  snorted  an  inquiry.  From  around  the  great  rock 
which  had  sheltered  them  appeared  an  old  man,  bent  and 
heavily  laden.  As  they  turned  toward  him  he  straight 
ened  himself  and  let  his  burden  fall,  regarding  them  with 
piercing,  but  kind,  eyes.  Twice  Rafi  tried  to  speak. 

"  Al  Fudail  !  "  he  whispered  at  last,  and  fell  heavily 
forward. 

When  they  again  set  out  upon  their  journey  Al  Fudail's 
burden  of  water  and  wine  and  fruit  had  well-nigh  disap 
peared,  and  hope  and  courage  went  with  them.  The 
mysterious  old  man  vouchsafed  no  explanation  of  his  pres 
ence  or  his  destination,  though  he  listened  with  interest 
to  their  talc.  He  fed  them  and  watched  them  while  they 
slept,  and  plodded  on  before  them  when  they  were  able  to 
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start.  At  sunrise  they  stood  upon  the  banks  of  the  great 
Amoo,  and  Ali  al  Fudail  pointed  out  to  them  the  distant 
clump  of  trees  which  surrounded  the  hermit  hut  of  Abou 
ibn  Adham.  Then  he  raised  his  hands  above  their  heads 
and  in  his  face  shone  a  great  light. 

"  May  the  mercy  of  Allah  the  Compassionate  follow 
and  keep  ye  safe  and  happy  in  the  pure  singleness  of  love  ! 
Forget  not  the  poor  and  needy,  neither  yield  to  the  ex 
tortion  of  the  wicked  and  those  who  do  evil.  Wife,  cher 
ish  thy  husband  in  faith  and  perfect  trust,  even  as  now  ; 
husband,  protect  and  reverence  the  soul  whom  thou  hast 
taken  to  be  thine  own.  In  the  peace  of  Allah,  farewell !  " 

When  they  looked  back  to  bid  him  a  second  adieu  he 
was  gone. 


CHAPTER  XXVI 

Hide  me  from  mine  own  despair 

And  the  ghost  of  a  dream  I  dreamed ! — OWEN  MEREDITH. 

HARUN  the  King  had  of  late  been  dominated  by  a  new 
spirit  which  would  not  allow  him  to  pursue  even  a  scheme 
of  revenge  that  took  him  for  any  length  of  time  away 
from  his  City  of  Peace,  He  had  left  Baghdad  with  the 
intention  of  remaining  in  his  province  of  Khorasan  until 
he  had  accomplished  the  overthrow  and  punishment  of 
the  rebel,  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  and  had  seen  his  sister  Oleija 
once  more  united  to  the  husband  he  had  chosen  for  her, 
but  already  something  drew  him  back  to  Baghdad  insist 
ently,  unceasingly,  breaking  his  nightly  rest  and  making 
his  days  a  burden  of  longing. 

While  in  Ali's  city  of  Balkh  he  had  indeed  become  un 
willingly  impressed  by  countless  straws  which  pointed 
out  to  his  keen  eye  the  wind,  with  the  possibility  that  he 
had  been  deceived  by  the  wily  Ali,  even  as  Rafi  had 
once  warned  him,;  but  it  was  far  from  his  intention  to 
allow  Rafi  to  profit  by  this  tardy  recognition.  He  be 
thought  him  that  in  Hartama  ibn  Ayan,  who  had  been 
deputy-governor  of  Baghdad  while  the  khalif  was  at  war 
with  Nicephorus,  was  an  instrument  ready  to  his  hand 
when  he  should  depose  Ali  as  he  now  planned  to  do — an 
instrument  that  he  could  trust  to  carry  out  his  own  in 
tentions  when  he  himself  should  be  far  away  in  his  capital. 
He  therefore  easily  persuaded  himself  that  it  amounted 
almost  to  a  duty,  since  he  had  been  so  long  already  from 
his  city,  that  he  return  to  it  now  with  all  possible  speed 
and  send  Ibn  Ayan  to  take  his  place. 

He  left  all  his  forces  behind  him,  except  a  small  escort, 
took  a  friendly  leave  of  Ali  and  bade  him  keep  a  watch 
ful  eye  upon  the  movements  of  the  rebel,  now  entrenched 
in  Samarkand,  but  on  no  account  to  attack  him  until  the 
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arrival  of  the  general  whom  he  would  send  from  Baghdad. 
He  imagined  that  if  he  deposed  Ali  and  placed  a  just  and 
respected  man  in  his  stead,  the  bud  of  the  rebellion  would 
be  nipped  and  the  people  would  return  to  their  allegiance. 
Had  he  yielded  this  earlier  he  would  have  been  right,  but 
now  the  people  had  risen  in  earnest  and  had  vowed  to 
accept  none  but  Rafi  ibn  Omcirah  at  their  head — and 
Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  was  a  prescribed  criminal  with  a  price 
set  upon  his  head.  There  remained  nothing  now  but  to 
send  Hartama  ibn  Ayan  with  a  larger  force  to  either 
lay  seige  to  Samarkand  or  to  tempt  Rafi  into  battle  in 
the  open. 

Harun  had  easily  recognised  his  sister  Olcija  during 
that  flight  in  the  desert,  and  his  anger  against  her  was 
not  the  less  because  he  knew  her  to  be  in  some  way 
instrumental  in  Raft's  escape.  It  had  now  become  im 
possible  for  him  to  determine  exactly  how  much  complic 
ity  there  might  have  been  between  her  and  the  guards 
— he  had  never  for  a  moment,  fortunately  for  Geber, 
identified  her  with  the  physician  Muzani-Ahmed  whom  he 
had  never  seen — because  he  had  at  once  put  all  the  guards 
to  death.  But  his  uncertainty  upon  this  point  would  not 
lessen  her  punishment  when  she  \vas  forced  from  the 
rebel's  arms.  Now,  however,  his  thoughts  \vere  upon 
pleasantcr  things.  All  through  the  hours  of  his  hurried 
journey  back  to  Baghdad,  through  the  still,  sweet  morn 
ings,  the  sultry  noons,  the  wide  white  nights,  lighted  with 
the  palpitating  brilliance  of  the  August  stars,  he  rode 
alone,  his  thoughts  always  upon  the  beautiful  woman 
whom  he  loved  with  an  ever-increasing  passion  that  worked 
in  his  heart  like  madness. 

As  he  rode,  considering  happily  of  new  ways  in  which 
to  pleasure  her,  he  perfected  his  plan  concerning  the  two 
young  princes.  Since  by  right  of  birth  his  throne  would 
descend  to  the  son  of  his  slave  wife,  he  would  take  both 
the  young  men  to  Mekka  upon  their  first  pilgrimage,  and 
there  would  swear  them  to  a  joint  agreement,  in  which 
each  should  promise  to  uphold  the  other's  rights  and  to 
rule  together  in  peace  and  amity.  His  compunction,  if 
he  felt  any,  at  depriving  Mamun  of  half  his  rights,  was 
swallowed  up  in  the  thought  of  the  gratitude  which  the 
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mother  of  the  younger  prince  would  surely  feel  for  him  at 
this  benefit  conferred  upon  her  son. 

So  great  was  his  boyish  eagerness  to  reap  the  harvest 
of  his  intention  that  he  could  scarcely  force  himself  upon 
his  arrival  at  the  palace  to  await  the  announcement  to 
the  queen  of  his  arrival  and  intended  visit.  But  when 
etiquette  at  last  allowed  him  to  enter  her  apartments, 
she  greeted  him  with  so  small  an  effort  to  hide  her  cold 
ness  and  irritation  that  the  passionate  words  of  love  died 
unuttered  upon  his  lips.  The  groups  about  her  drew 
away  at  his  approach,  but  looking  hastily  away  from  her 
cold  eyes  in  his  disappointment,  his  eyes  fell  upon  a  form 
at  which  he  started,  his  brow  lowering  into  an  angry 
frown. 

"  How  cometh  the  slave  of  Geber  the  Astrologer  to  be 
here ! "  he  exclaimed.  Zobeide  drew  herself  up  haugh 
tily  with  a  steely  gleam  in  her  eyes. 

"  There  hath  no  slave  of  Geber's  been  admitted  to  my 
presence  to-day  with  my  knowledge,"  she  replied  coldly. 
"Yacuta!" 

Yacuta  advanced  and  stood  with  downcast  eyes. 

"  Hast  thou  brought  any  of  thy  slaves  with  thee  into 
mine  apartments  to-day  without  my  knowledge?" 

"  Nay,  sweet  Queen  !  " 

"  I  fancy  thou  art  mistaken,  my  lord,"  said  Zobeide 
turning  to  him  again.  He  stood  helpless  beneath  her 
scornful  eyes.  "  Can  it  be  that  thou  meanest  Gulnare, 
the  wife  of  Muhammed  the  Barmek  ?  Now  that  thou 
recallest  it,  it  seemeth  indeed  that  I  remember  that  she 
was  once  such,  but  I  had  since  been  told  that  she  was 
indeed  born  of  free  and  noble  parents." 

Harun  was  both  angry  and  afraid  ;  then  a  flattering 
thought  occurred  to  him.  If  she  resented  the  truth, 
which  she  had  evidently  learned,  she  must  love  him,  or 
jealousy  could  have  no  part  in  her  emotion  toward  him. 
So  little  did  he  comprehend  the  workings  of  a  woman's 
mind.  Zobeide  was  startled  at  the  glow  of  joy  in  his  eyes 
as  he  raised  them  to  her  in  timid  pleading. 

"  'Twas  ere  thou  hadst  woven  thy  spell  about  my  heart, 
beloved,"  he  pleaded.  "  Surely  thou  wilt  not  withhold 
thy  forgiveness  now  for  a  sin  long  past  and  dead  ?  "  He 
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raised  one  of  her  hands  to  his  lips  and  kissed  it  hotly  ;  it 
trembled  and  grew  cold.  The  warm  air  flowed  about 
them  like  the  living  breath  of  the  flowers,  the  western 
sunlight  fell  richly  through  the  stained  glass  of  the  win 
dows,  the  murmur  of  subdued  voices  floated  to  them  like 
unharmonised  music  and  the  drone  of  the  slave's  voice 
chanted, 

"  With  Him  are  the  keys  of  secret  things  ;  none  knoweth 
them  beside  himself.  There  falleth  no  leaf  but  He  know 
eth  it ;  neither  is  there  a  single  grain  in  the  dark  parts  of 
the  earth,  neither  a  green  thing  nor  a  dry  thing  but  is 
written  in  the  perspicuous  book  !  " 

Zobeide  withdrew  her  hand  and  looked  at  him  haugh 
tily. 

"  And  yet  the  son  of  thy  slave  shall  inherit  thy  throne," 
she  said,  "  while  my  son,  who  is  the  worthy  descendant 
of  thy  forefather,  will  be  subject  to  his  brother  all  his 
life  ! " 

His  heart  was  full  of  joy  that  he  could  tell  her  of  the 
plan  he  had  formed  for  her  son,  and  when  he  raised  his 
eyes  again  to  her  face,  she  was  smiling  upon  him  kindly. 
Of  Gulnare  he  took  no  further  notice,  but  Yacuta  looked 
with  puzzled  eyes  on  the  queen's  change  of  manner. 

Jaafar  looked  grave  when  he  heard  the  conditions  at 
Khorasan.  He  understood  the  temper  of  the  people 
better  than  did  the  khalif  and  also  the  enormities  which 
Ali  had  practised  upon  them  of  late  with,  as  they  be 
lieved,  at  least  the  tacit  permission  of  the  khalif.  He 
knew  the  force  of  Rafi's  character  and  his  hold  upon  the 
people,  and  estimating  all  these  things,  he  did  not  believe 
with  Harun  that  the  rebellion  of  Balkh  and  Samarkand 
would  be  easily  and  quickly  ended.  Harun  was  deeply 
annoyed  at  the  position  which  his  favourite  took,  and  in 
his  anger  spoke  sharper  words  than  any  had  ever  heard 
before  addressed  to  Jaafar.  Zobeide  turned  pale  and 
pressed  her  hands  together  tightly  ;  Jaafar  listened  closely 
and  made  no  reply,  but  Yacuta  saw  his  thin  nostril  dilate 
and  the  lines  deepen  upon  his  face.  When  he  withdrew 
she  awaited  him  in  a  distant  corridor. 

It  had  indeed  become  no  uncommon  thing  for  them  to 
meet  in  this  fashion.  Jaafar  loathed  the  secret  which 
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gave  this  girl  a  hold  upon  him,  but  he  was  powerless  to 
free  himself.  While  the  child  and  Harun  both  lived,  the 
secret  must  be  kept,  although  had  it  concerned  himself 
alone,  he  would  have  been  tempted  to  confess  all  to  the 
khalif  and  throw  himself  on  his  mercy.  But  so  many 
others  were  now  implicated  in  his  misfortune  that  he  was 
forced  to  think  of  them  as  well  as  of  himself.  He  knew, 
that  once  roused,  Harun  would  hold  in  equal  guilt  all  who 
had  taken  any  part  in  the  deceit  practised  upon  him,  and 
his  judgment  would  be  summary  and  condign,  however 
sharp  might  be  the  remorse  which  followed. 

Zobeide,  Abassa,  Yacuta  herself,  Geber — all  these 
would  suffer  if  he  relieved  his  conscience  by  confession. 
So  he  schooled  himself  to  endurance,  and  continued  to 
meet  Yacuta  when  she  demanded  it,  to  receive  or  send 
messages  from  or  to  his  wife,  regarding  the  welfare  of  the 
child — always  in  reference  to  the  child  ;  for  Yacuta  was 
too  clever  to  blind  herself  to  the  certainty  that  only  for 
this  reason  did  Jaafar  consent  to  forget  the  scene  between 
them  on  the  day  when  he  went  to  war.  In  fact,  every 
thing  in  her  words  or  actions  that  could  serve  to  remind 
him  of  her  vain  desires  had  been  so  carefully  excluded 
that  he  had  been  lulled  into  a  belief  in  her  sincerity  and 
a  dependence  upon  her  loyalty. 

If  the  dictates  of  sense  and  reason  ruled  the  actions  of 
lovers,  many  tales  of  love  would  never  need  be  written, 
and  many  a  real  tragedy  in  the  world's  history  would 
have  had  no  other  form  than  the  happy  monotony  of  the 
commonplace. 

Yacuta  knew  in  her  heart  that  Jaafar  the  Barmek  cared 
nothing  for  her  except  as  a  voluntary  instrument  by 
means  of  which  he  was  enabled  to  avert  a  threatened 
catastrophe.  She  knew  that  he  wearied  of  her  constant 
demands  upon  his  time,  and  would  have  rebelled  had  he 
dared.  Yet  in  spite  of  this  knowledge  she  persuaded 
herself  that  in  time  she  might  win  him  to  care  for  her,  or 
if  that  was  not  to  be  compassed,  to  marry  her  as  payment 
for  his  obligations  to  her,  and  to  secure  her  silence. 
Then  from  her  position  as  wife  of  the  favourite  of  the 
khalif,  she  could  defy  Geber,  and  possibly  repay  him 
many-fold  the  indignity  he  had  forced  upon  her. 
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She  had  scarcely  seen  the  scribe  Obeidah  since  his 
return,  but  she  was  not  able  to  close  her  eyes  to  the  fact 
that  he  avoided  her  when  possible,  and  treated  her  cere 
moniously  as  a  stranger  when  they  unavoidably  met. 
Not  possessing  the  key  to  the  change,  she  set  it  down 
to  jealousy,  and  believed  herself  easily  capable  of  winning 
him  back  to  her  feet,  if  occasion  required,  At  present 
his  defection  was  rather  a  relief  than  otherwise,  and  if  she 
succeeded  in  her  design  upon  Jaafar,  she  would  be  well- 
pleased  to  keep  him  in  his  present  attitude. 

Lately  she  had  vaguely  begun  to  feel  the  need  of  haste 
in  her  plans.  Geber  was  ripening  some  well-defined  in 
tention  and  the  time  was  drawing  very  near,  she  believed, 
when  he  would  act.  She  knew  that  revenge  upon  Harun 
was  the  result  at  which  he  aimed,  but  she  had  no  means 
of  discovering  who,  or  how  many,  would  be  involved  in 
the  khalif's  downfall,  if  Geber  succeeded.  But  whether 
he  succeeded  or  not,  of  one  thing  she  was  very  sure  :  he 
would  have  no  remaining  use  then  for  the  tools  which  he 
had  used  in  the  accomplishment  of  his  purpose.  To  her 
self  he  was  becoming  more  and  more  harsh,  making  no 
effort  to  hide  his  contempt  for  her,  even  while  he  goaded 
her  to  trickery  and  deceit. 

Once  she  had  thought  of  gaining  Harun's  protection 
by  warning  him  of  Geber's  designs ;  but  instantly  came 
the  conviction  that  her  vague  suspicions  and  scraps  of 
circumstance  would  fail  to  convince  him  when  he  de 
manded  evidence  and  proof.  And  the  next  time  she  saw 
Geber,  he  smiled  in  her  eyes  so  coldly  that  her  heart 
stood  still  with  fear. 

All  this  was  passing  in  her  mind  as  she  awaited  Jaafar, 
crouched  motionless  against  the  wall.  More  than  ever 
before  she  felt  the  urgent  need  of  haste  in  regulating  her 
affairs. 

But  when  Jaafar  came  at  last  he  was  moody  and  im 
patient. 

"  Say  what  thou  hast  to  say  quickly,  I  pray  thee  !  "  he 
said  in  greeting.  "  I  have  told  thee  that  these  meetings 
are  dangerous  to  us  all  and  must  cease.  What  canst  thou 
possibly  have  to  communicate  again  so  soon?" 

"  Indeed,  my    Lord  Jaafar,"  Yacuta   replied  humbly, 
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"  none  need  remind  me  of  the  risk  I  run  in  serving  thee 
in  this  matter." 

Jaafar's  heart  smote  him  for  his  ingratitude. 

"  I  spake  hastily — I  pray  thee  forgive  me  my  dis 
courtesy.  I  make  but  poor  return  for  all  thy  faithful  kind 
ness  ;  I  would  I  knew  best  how  to  prove  my  gratitude!  " 

Her  heart  leaped  at  his  words,  for  never  before  had  he 
spoken  so  kindly.  To  what  lengths  might  not  his  grati 
tude  carry  him  if  taken  at  the  flood  !  To  his  astonish 
ment,  she  suddenly  flung  herself  at  his  feet  and  clasped 
his  hand  in  both  her  own.  Her  raised  face  was  pale  and 
wet  with  tears. 

"  Oh,  Jaafar  !  "  she  exclaimed  ;  "  hadst  thou  really  grati 
tude  for  me,  thy  heart  would  surely  teach  thee  how  best  to 
reward  me  !  If  thou  wilt  make  me  thy  wife,  I  will  serve 
thee  faithfully  until  my  death.  Nay — turn  not  from  me 
— oh  Allah,  have  pity  upon  me!  Make  me  thy  wife  and 
I  will  adopt  thy  son,  and  all  fear  of  discovery  will  then 
be  at  an  end.  Hear  me,  I  implore  thee,  and  prove  if 
thy  gratitude  be  real,  or  whether  thine  are  empty  words, 
spurious  coin  in  which  thou  wouldst  pay  an  undesired  debt ! 
Make  me  thy  wife  and  so  protect  me  from  evil,  for  Geber 
hath  it  in  his  mind  to  turn  me  upon  the  street  when  he 
hath  no  longer  use  for  me  in  his  wicked  plots !  " 

"  Girl,  speakest  thou  so  of  thine  own  father?" 

"  He  is  not  my  father,"  she  replied  sullenly,  her  passion 
of  pleading  fading  from  her  voice,  for  she  had  been  carried 
by  her  own  vehemence  into  an  unintended  disclosure. 

"  Not  thy  father  !  Who  then  is  thy  father  ?  "  Jaafar's 
voice  was  cold  and  stern  now,  and  he  raised  her  to  her  feet 
with  a  commanding  touch  which  she  was  forced  to  obey. 
Some  instinct  told  her  plainly  that  whatever  chance  of 
success  she  had  possessed  was  forever  lost.  And  she  had 
been  for  one  instant  very  near  , success ;  for  her  sug 
gestion  seemed  suddenly  to  Jaafar  a  possible  way  out  of 
the  maze  in  which  he  wandered  and  he  had  been  upon  the 
verge  of  acquiescing  desperately  in  her  desire,  when  her 
words  recalled  him.  All  the  evil  in  her  nature  rose  to  the 
surface  and  boiled  and  bubbled  with  spite  and  venom  like 
the  brew  in  a  devil's  cauldron. 

"  My  father  is  the  man  whom  thou  didst  rescue  from 
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the  matbak — the  poor,  blind,  insane  wretch  who  was  once 
the  intendant  of  the  royal  palace,  but  who  to-day  creepeth 
about  half-clad  in  the  mould  of  his  garden  and  dreameth 
of  his  prison  cell.  And  I  am  his  unfortunate  daughter. 
Hast  thou  no  pity  for  me  now  thou  knowest  the  truth? 

"  Pity  for  thee?  Nay,  rather  pity  for  that  good  and 
most  unfortunate  man,  thy  father,  who  hath  added  unto 
his  other  misfortunes  that  of  an  unloving  and  undutiful 
daughter.  Why  art  thou  not  with  thy  father,  caring  for 
him,  rendering  his  last  days  happy  by  thy  love?" 

"  With  my  father  ?  Wouldst  thou  of  a  truth  condemn 
me  to  spend  my  days  caring  for  that  miserable  old  man 
who  hath  left  to  him  scarce  the  wit  to  eat  his  food  ?  Canst 
thou  for  an  instant  dream  that  I  would  so  imprison  my 
youth  behind  stone  walls,  with  none  for  company  but 
slaves  and  madmen  ?  Truly,  thou  art  mad  thyself  to 
dream  so  !  "  she  cried  passionately.  The  stern  reproach 
in  his  face  stung  her  sharply.  Her  eyes  blazed  and  her 
face  flushed. 

"  Canst  thou  so  cruelly  disdain  thine  own  father,  whose 
first  free  thought  was  of  the  beloved  daughter  whom  he 
had  left  behind  him  so  many  years  ago  ?  And  thou 
askest  of  me  that  I  make  this  selfish,  unfeeling  woman, 
the  mother  of  my  children  ?  Nay,  thou  hast  answered 
thine  own  appeal." 

"  Dost  thou  forget  that  I  hold  thy  fortune  and  thy  fate 
in  my  hand  ?  "  He  flung  out  his  hands  with  a  weary 
gesture. 

"  Not  thou,  but  Allah,  doth  arbitrate  my  fate  !  "  he  said 
solemnly.  "  What  is  His  will,  will  be." 

"  I  would  not  injure  thee,"  she  said,  softened  for  the 
moment.  "  Make  me  thy  wife  and  I  will  bring  my  father 
to  my  home  and  honour  him  as  thou  desirest.  Judge  me 
not  so  harshly  in  thy  heart,  Jaafar.  Remember  that  I 
have  never  known  the  love  of  a  mother ;  that  all  my  life 
hath  been  passed  with  slaves  in  the  sole  pursuance  of 
mine  own  will.  What  wonder  now  if  I  lack  some  of  those 
gentler  traits  which  woman  teacheth  woman  for  men  to 
admire  ?  Thou  shalt  teach  me,  Jaafar,  when  I  am  thy 
wife,  all  dear  and  gentle  things  which  thou  wouldst  have 
me  know.  Never  had  teacher  so  earnest  a  pupil  as  I  will 
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be  to  thee  ;  never  master  so  willing  a  slave,  never  husband 
so  true  a  wife  !  "  She  sank  again  upon  her  knees,  sup 
plicating  with  a  force  which  shook  her  soul  and  moved 
even  Jaafar  himself. 

"  Hear  me,  for  I  pray  now  for  more  than  life  ;  if  thou 
dost  refuse  me —  '  she  stopped,  choked  by  her  sobs  and 
Jaafar  considered  deeply  before  he  spoke.  His  two 
secrets  pressed  his  naturally  frank  and  open  nature  into 
something  like  despair.  He  was  learning  that  "  One  lie 
must  soon  be  thatched  with  another,  or  it  will  rain 
through."  He  was  sounding  those  depths  when  discovery 
and  consequent  punishment,  however  severe,  become  a 
relief.  And  yet  he  must  protect  the  queen.  "  Why  not 
leave  the  issue  and  the  choice  with  her?"  He  spoke 
abruptly  as  this  thought  occurred  to  him. 

"  If  the  queen  bid  me  marry  thee,  it  shall  be  so." 

"The  queen!"  She  rose  to  her  feet,  her  whole  face 
darkening.  She  knew  that  if  the  queen  were  to  learn  of 
her  designs  before  they  were  accomplished,  she  and  her 
knowledge  of  the  secret  would  vanish  from  mortal  ken 
like  a  puff  of  smoke.  Zobeide  was  not  the  woman  to 
whom  it  would  be  safe  to  make  a  threat  of  treachery. 
At  first  she  thought  that  this  was  but  a  counter-threat  on 
Jaafar's  part,  but  a  single  glance  into  his  face  told  her 
that  it  had  never  occurred  to  him  that  her  death  would 
compass  the  entire  security  of  the  secret.  But  it  would 
occur  to  Zobeide.  If  Yacuta  had  succeeded  with  Jaafar, 
she  had  meant  the  queen  to  learn  of  the  accomplished 
fact  from  him,  who  would  then  be  sworn  to  protect  her 
and  for  whose  sake  she  trusted  the  queen  to  receive  her. 

"  Thou  wouldst  disclose  what  I  have  said  to  thee  to  the 
queen?  " 

"  That  is  even  what  I  must  do.  I  desire  to  wed  no 
woman  ;  but  if  thy  wish  seem  good  to  her,  then  will  I 
obey  her." 

As  she  read  the  inflexible  determination  in  his  face  a 
cold  fury  took  possession  of  her,  her  heart  was  ice,  her 
throat  choked  with  the  passion  she  could  not  contain. 
When  the  torrent  of  words  burst  from  her  lips,  Jaafar 
started  back  amazed.  Ail  the  bitterness  at  the  tricks  of 
fate,  all  the  disappointment,  all  the  hate  of  a  disdained  love, 
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she  poured  out  upon  him  until  his  pity  turned  to  a  cold 
disgust  and  with  a  gesture  of  disdain  he  turned  and  left 
her  without  a  word.  She  stood,  choked  and  gasping,  her 
heart  turned  to  a  mad  hell  of  despair  and  rage,  and  from 
this  birthplace  of  all  evil  issued  forth  the  demon  of  revenge. 

Harun  sat  at  supper  alone  in  his  apartments  when  the 
chamberlain  approached  him  apologetically.  A  woman 
wished  to  speak  to  him  and  insisted  upon  admittance. 
No,  he  had  not  recognised  her,  for  she  was  wrapped  and 
veiled  ;  neither  would  she  give  a  message,  except  that  her 
visit  concerned  the  khalif  personally.  Harun  felt  a  sudden 
fear  clutch  at  his  heart.  Was  he  about  to  learn  that  truth 
which  he  had  so  long  suspected  and  yet  to  which  he  had 
blinded  his  eyes  obstinately  that  he  might  not  be  forced  to 
see  ?  Well,  if  the  hour  had  struck,  he  must  live  the  hour. 
He  ordered  that  the  woman  be  admitted  secretly. 

When  she  had  gone  away  again  as  secretly  and  as  un 
recognised  as  she  had  come,  he  ordered  the  untasted 
dishes  of  his  meal  to  be  removed.  In  his  heart  was  a 
relief  so  great  that  a  faintness  almost  overpowered  him. 
The  disobedience  of  Jaafar  and  the  Princess  Abassa  had 
been  as  blackly  painted  as  might  be,  it  is  true,  but  what 
was  this  to  the  sin  he  had  feared.  Many  thoughts  and 
considerations  crowded  upon  him  as  he  paced  the  long 
apartment  to  and  fro  in  deep  thought.  He  had  been 
wrong  in  that  vow  which  he  had  forced  from  them  as  a 
whim  or  a  minor  policy,  fearing  that  the  people  would 
murmur  if  he  united  one  of  his  own  family  with  one  ac 
credited  with  possessing  a  taint  of  the  hated  Persian 
blood.  If  Abassa  had  been  openly  Jaafar's  wife  all  these 
years,  the  pain  that  now  constantly  gnawed  his  heart 
might  have  been  spared  him  and  to-night  he  might  have 
been  as  supremely  happy  and  content  as  he  was  in  those 
far-off  years  when  he  believed  himself  beloved  with  a  re 
turn  of  all  his  own  passionate  attachment  for  his  queen. 
This,  instead  of  this  constant  fever  of  suspicion  and  chill 
of  fear,  eyes  that  blinded  themselves  that  they  might  not 
see,  yet  longed  unspeakably  to  know  what  the  silence  hid 
from  them ;  a  heart  that  leaped  at  a  smile,  yet  sank  to 
stone  the  next  instant,  believing  that  the  smile  was  but  a 
pall  which  covered  some  ghastly  thing  from  his  sight. 
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Now  reassurance  was  his,  for  if  the  queen  knew  this, 
and  Yacuta  assured  him  that  she  did,  it  could  not  be  that 
she  loved  Jaafar,  or  he  her,  else  she  would  long  ago  have 
disclosed  to  him  the  disobedience  of  the  two,  that  both 
might  be  punished  and  herself  revenged.  "  For  no 
woman  who  loved  would  forego  her  revenge  for  such  a 
slight,"  he  thought. 

Now,  however,  was  his  happy  chance.  They  had  dis 
obeyed  him  and  must  be  punished.  For  the  sake  of  the 
long  years  of  unbroken  friendship  filled  with  such  proofs 
of  loyal  love  that  his  heart  melted  to  remember  them  now, 
he  would  not  decree  the  death  of  the  man  whom  the 
world  accounted  his  favourite ;  but  he  would  exile  him  to 
so  distant  a  country  that  his  very  name  should  be  for 
gotten.  To  do  this,  he  would  secure  the  child  which  was 
hidden  in  Mekka.  It  was  a  happy  circumstance  that  he 
had  already  announced  to  Zobeide  his  intention  of  starting 
immediately  with  the  two  princes  upon  the  pilgrimage  to 
the  Holy  City  ;  he  would  desire  Jaafar  to  accompany  him, 
and  when  he  could  confront  his  favourite  with  the  child 
he  would  mete  out  to  him  his  punishment.  It  would  be 
possible  then  to  do  so  even  with  an  appearance  of  clem 
ency  without  arousing  suspicion  as  to  his  real  motives. 

That  right  the  king  dreamed  a  dream.  He  hastily 
awoke  his  groom  of  the  bedchamber,  the  eunuch  Masrur, 
and  full  of  fear  related  it  to  him.  As  he  slept  a  hand  had 
appeared  above  his  head,  a  hand  without  a  body,  great 
and  fearful.  It  was  filled  with  red  earth,  history  tells,  and 
as  he  looked  upon  it  a  voice  spoke, 

"  See  thou  the  earth  in  which  will  be  buried  Harun  al 
Raschid,  Khalif  of  Baghdad  and  King  of  Arabia ! " 

"  Where,  oh  tell  me,  where  is  this  dread  spot  ?  "  the 
king  cried  in  his  dream.  And  again  the  voice  had  spoken 
and  answered  solemnly,  "  At  Tus." 

Then  the  hand  had  disappeared  and  a  great  darkness 
fell  upon  his  spirit  and  he  awoke.  Now  Tus  was  the 
khalif's  birthplace,  and  as  the  eunuch  pointed  out  to  him, 
a  place  hereafter  to  be  avoided  ;  in  which  case  the  dream 
would  prove  to  be  of  no  more  moment  than  the  prediction 
of  the  unlucky  Jew  astrologer. 


CHAPTER  XXVII 

No  sacrifice,  oh  Self,  can  blot  thee  out 

Or  satisfy  the  debt 
That  binds  thee  to  the  usurer  of  doubt 

With  interest  of  regret. 
Still  is  not  life  to  even  thee  denied ; 

One  way  remaineth  yet — 
As  was  thy  Christ,  must  thou  be  crucified. 
But  with  those  wounds  in  hands  and  feet 
E'en  self  finds  resurrection  sweet ! 

YACUTA's  first  feeling  when  she  left  the  khalifs  pres 
ence,  was  triumphant  exultation.  Punishment  would 
now  fall,  not  only  on  the  man  who  had  scorned  her,  but 
also  upon  the  woman  for  whom  she  had  been  scorned  and 
the  woman  who  was  his  wife.  But  with  the  reaction 
came  a  dull  fear.  What  would  be  the  result  of  her  dis 
closure  and  how  would  it  affect  her  own  fate  ? 

She  crept  stealthily  back  toward  the  women's  apart 
ments,  in  order  to  summon  her  slaves  and  return  home  as 
usual.  She  had  already  taken  leave  of  the  queen,  so  she 
did  not  re-enter  the  royal  apartments,  but  turned  aside  as 
she  reached  them  into  a  connecting  passage  which  led  to 
an  inner  court  where  she  could  summon  a  page  to  call  her 
slaves.  But  as  she  turned  the  corner  into  the  half-lighted 
way  a  grasp  of  steel  fell  suddenly  upon  her  wrist,  so  un 
expectedly  that  she  staggered  back  against  the  wall,  to 
keep  herself  from  falling. 

"  Viper  !  "  muttered  a  low  voice  in  her  ear.  "If  thou 
darest  to  cry  out,  I  will  strangle  thee  without  compunc 
tion.  Come !  " 

She  had  no  time  in  which  to  collect  her  forces  or  ascer 
tain  the  identity  of  her  assailant,  before  a  curtain  was 
flung  aside  and  she  was  dragged  back  into  the  queen's 
presence.  Here  Abassa — for  it  was  she — released  her 
hold  upon  Yacuta's  arm  with  a  spurning  push  which  sent 
her  staggering  to  her  knees.  She  remained  there,  unable 
to  rise,  trembling  and  afraid.  Her  punishment  had  begun. 
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Zobeide  rose  from  her  couch  in  surprise.  She  was  alone 
and  looked  worn  and  pale. 

"  Abassa,  what  meaneth  this  unseemly  violence?  "  she 
demandedjSeverely.  "  Yacuta,  rise  and  explain  this  strange 
conduct !  "  Abassa,  hoarse  with  rage  and  fear,  broke  in 
harshly. 

"  Nay,  Madam,  leave  her  as  she  is.  The  posture  is  most 
fitting.  She  will  have  need  of  all  her  prayers  and  suppli 
cations  before  thee,  I  doubt  not,  when  I  tell  thee  that  she 
hath  but  this  moment  come  from  Harun  himself,  to  whom 
she  hath  told  the  tale  of  my  child  and  how  thou  hast 
aided  us  to  secrete  it." 

Zobeide's  hand  moved  involuntarily  toward  the  jewelled 
dagger  which  she  wore  in  her  girdle. 

"  Thou  hast  dared  treachery,  and  to  me  !  "  she  cried. 
"  I  will  have  thee  torn  limb  from  limb  by  wild  horses,  and 
thy  body  impaled  at  the  gates  as  a  warning  to  all  traitors  ! 
I  will  have  thee  flayed  with  whips  till  thy  bare  heart  shall 
be  seen  beating  beneath  thy  fleshless  ribs  !  I  will  have 
thee  boiled  in  a  cauldron  of  oil  and  thy  flesh  thrown  to 
the  swine  for  food  !  "  She  paused,  because  breath  failed 
her.  Even  Abassa  fell  silent  before  this  fury.  The  queen 
would  gladly  have  meted  out  to  this  moaning  culprit  at 
her  feet  all  these  things,  but  even  as  the  torrent  of  threats 
eased  the  choking  rage  within  her,  the  conviction  was  forced 
upon  her  that  none  of  them  could  she  do.  The  traitor 
must  go  unpunished,  for  their  only  chance  of  escaping 
some  dreadful  fate  lay  in  appearing  ignorant  that  they 
had  been  betrayed.  If  Harun's  revenge  could  be  de 
layed  until  the  edge  of  his  anger  was  turned,  who  knew 
what  might  be  effected  ?  Gradually  she  calmed  herself  as 
these  thoughts  came  to  her. 

"  How  hast  thou  learned  this,  Abassa?  " 

"  The  eunuch  Hajadi  saw  her  stealing  toward  that  part 
of  the  palace  and  followed  her.  Then  he  listened  and 
heard  what  I  have  told  thee  and  brought  it  to  me — for  a 
price." 

"  Did  Harun  threaten  what  he  would  do,  or  order  aught 
that  seemed  like—  "  she  could  not  voice  the  danger  which 
threatened  Jaafar. 

"  Nay,  he  fell  into  no  rage  as  he  is  wont  to  do  when 
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deeply  angered.  Instead,  he  listened  thoughtfully  and  in 
silence,  with  but  a  question  now  and  then.  Oh,  Zobeide !  " 
wringing  her  hands  with  terror;  "what  are  we  to  do? 
What  if  already  the  feet  of  them  that  carry  vengeance  to 
Jaafar  be  at  his  very  door  !  " 

"  I  fear  that  not,"  said  Zobeide  calmly,  though  with  a 
white  face,  "  if  he  ordered  it  not  at  the  instant.  Jaafar 
shall  be  warned  and  then  but  one  thing  remaineth  ;  by  no 
glance  or  word  of  ours  must  Harun  learn  that  we  know  of 
this  treachery.  Leave  thou  the  rest  to  me.  It  may  be  I 
can  so  cunningly  soften  him  without  his  comprehending 
that  the  blow  may  fall  lightly,  if  at  all.  A  poor  remedy, 
but  the  best  which  doth  offer  to  us  helpless  women,  who 
must  live  henceforth  constantly  in  fear  of  the  knife  or  the 
sack  and  the  cold  current  of  the  Tigris !  "  Abassa  shud 
dered  convulsively.  She  loved  life  and  had  not  the 
queen's  courage. 

"As  for  this  carrion,"  continued  Zobeide,  spurning 
Yacuta  with  her  foot  ;  "  she  must  go  free  now."  Yacuta 
drew  along,  shuddering  breath  of  relief.  Momently  she 
had  expected  the  sharp,  burning  pain  of  a  dagger  stroke 
in  her  back  as  she  knelt. 

"  Ay,  free  !  "  cried  Zobeide  fiercely  at  the  sound.  "  But 
only  while  the  sword  which  thou  hast  placed  in  Harun's 
hand  shall  hang  suspended.  When  that  falleth,  I  will 
take  good  pains  to  arrange  that  then  thou  shalt  have  seen 
thy  last  dawn  in  the  east.  Return  to  thy  father,  traitor! 
He  will  kill  thee  if  he  learn  of  this,  and  then  I  shall  be  well 
avenged.  Get  thee  gone  !  " 

Yes,  her  punishment  had  already  begun.  She  crept 
cautiously  through  Geber's  house  to  her  own  apartments, 
trembling  lest  she  should  meet  Geber  on  the  way.  How 
would  he  punish  her,  she  wondered  dully,  as  she  crouched 
upon  her  cushions  alone,  having  harshly  dismissed  her 
wondering  slaves.  Then  the  idea  of  escape  came  to  her. 
Obeidah  still  loved  her  and  as  his  wife  she  would  be  safe 
from  all  lesser  persecutions,  at  least.  She  rose  and  walked 
softly  about  the  room,  robing  herself  with  unaccustomed 
fingers  in  her  most  becoming  costume,  and,  selecting  the 
most  valuable  of  her  jewels,  she  hid  them  in  her  girdle 
and  about  her  person.  Then  a  feverish  haste  overtook 
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her,  and  she  began  to  hurry  her  preparations.  She  selected 
a  heavy  veil  and  a  long  dark  cloak,  but  as  she  was  about 
to  adjust  the  veil  Al  Jubbai  appeared  silently  in  the  door- 
way  and  summoned  her  to  Geber's  presence.  He  looked 
at  her  with  deep  curiosity  in  his  little  eyes  and  waited, 
silent  and  watchful,  just  within  the  door,  so  that  she  had 
no  choice  but  to  accompany  him.  Her  resolution  had 
come  too  late.  The  natural  courage  of  her  character  was 
increased  now  by  something  akin  to  despair,  but  she 
trembled  in  spite  of  it.  She  had  reached  at  a  bound  the 
end  of  a  pleasant  road  which  she  had  been  travelling  with 
careless  assurance  for  years.  She  felt  bewildered  and  in 
credulous,  just  as  all  humanity  invariably  discredits  the 
possibility  of  coming  harm  to  self. 

We  see  disaster  overtake  and  crush  our  friends,  and  we 
accept  the  fact  with  a  shrug  of  comprehensive  pity  ;  but 
when  misfortune  knocks  commandingly  at  our  own  door, 
we  are  filled  with  wonder  and  a  dull,  unbelieving  rage. 
Happiness  is  the  birthright  of  the  human  race ;  we  claim 
it  instinctively.  Such  things  could  not  happen  to  us  ! 
Therein  lies  the  sting.  To  us  it  is  the  wreck  of  the  uni 
verse  ;  an  eternity  will  not  recompense  us.  The  tragedy 
of  our  wrongs  towers  above  the  clouds.  To  those  about 
us  who  regard  us  from  their  fancied  security  with  the 
same  shrug  of  pity  which  we  bestowed  a  while  ago  upon 
our  neighbor,  it  does  not  rise  above  the  level  of  the  sordid 
commonplace. 

Yacuta  looked  on  her  position  as  one  in  a  dream  recog 
nises  his  painful  surroundings,  but  hugs  beneath  it  the 
comforting  assurance  that  he  will  awake  soon.  It  could 
not  be,  she  thought  passionately,  as  she  followed  Al 
Jubbai,  that  this  was  to  be  the  end  of  all  her  plans  and 
dreams.  If  Gcber  held  to  the  threat  he  had  uttered, 
why,  even  her  former  slave  Gulnare  would  be  a  person  to 
be  envied.  Here  she  reached  the  door,  and  Al  Jubbai  put 
aside  the  curtain  and  pushed  her  within.  She  had  always 
been  afraid  of  Geber  since  the  day  when  he  had  forced 
her  into  a  hypnotic  sleep  and  read  her  mind.  Now  each 
moment  seemed  an  hour  as  she  stood,  fearing  to  raise  her 
eyes  and  meet  his  gaze.  At  last  she  looked  at  him,  unable 
to  endure  the  silence  longer.  Geber  was  regarding  her 
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with  an  expression  of  cold  curiosity  upon  his  pale,  stern 
face.  Even  in  this  moment  she  was  impressed  by  the 
change  which  the  last  few  months  had  worked  in  the  man 
whom  for  so  many  years  she  had  been  accustomed  to  call 
father.  His  face  had  grown  thin  and  gaunt,  while  his 
hollow  eyes  burned  feverishly  in  their  sunken  sockets. 
His  thin  lips  were  pressed  together  as  if  to  aid  in  the  self- 
control  exerted  to  hide  some  mental  or  physical  pain. 
Even  his  dress,  usually  of  great  neatness  and  quiet  taste, 
was  careless  and  marked  by  his  work  in  the  laboratory. 
All  hope  of  any  mercy  left  her  in  that  glance  at  the  cold 
eyes  which  regarded  her  so  steadily  ;  she  was  only  anxious 
to  end  the  interview  and  find  herself  alone  upon  the  street 
away  from  that  freezing  scrutiny. 

"  Why  hast  thou  done  this  thing  ?  " 

She  had  no  reply  to  give  to  the  simple  question  ;  in 
deed,  believing  as  she  did  in  his  occult  powers,  she  won 
dered  vaguely  why  he  should  question  her  at  all. 

"  Why  hast  thou  deliberately  sacrificed  all  the  pleasure 
of  thy  life  for  so  small  a  thing — for  I  will  tell  thee  now 
that  thy  work  hath  been  in  vain.  Harun  will  punish 
neither  Jaafar  nor  Abassa  because  of  what  thou  hast  told 
him  this  night.  Strange  that  a  woman  is  ever  without 
stability,  a  thing  of  whims  and  passing  passions  even  in 
her  revenge.  Anger  her,  and  she  will  sheathe  her  dagger 
in  the  heart  of  the  man  she  loveth,  though  she  grieve  her 
self  to  death  upon  his  tomb ;  lie  to  her,  and  the  more  fla 
grant  the  lie,  the  more  readily  she  will  believe.  She  will 
cling  at  the  price  of  her  life  to  a  bauble  of  brass  and  cast 
away  a  kingdom  with  a  smile  !  Oh  woman,  who  hath 
fathomed  thce  since  first  thou  wert  created  !  Who,  pos 
sessing  thee,  can  claim  that  he  knoweth  thy  soul !  " 

The  gold-bound  lamp  in  the  centre  of  the  room  shed  its 
soft  radiance  through  the  dusk.  Yacuta  looked  about  her 
dully,  taking  farewell  of  the  familiar  things  which  she 
would  see  no  more. 

"  For  so  many  years  I  cared  for  thee  as  mine  own  child," 
continued  Geber.  "  I  taught  thee  strictly  in  the  religion 
of  thy  father.  Nowhere,  I  wager,  didst  thou  feel  a  want. 
Then  suddenly  I  find  thee  a  woman  and  even  as  other 
women  arc,  deceitful  and  rotten  at  the  core.  Thereafter 
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I  made  thee  my  tool  the  better  to  accomplish  the  task  to 
which  I  had  set  my  life.  Even  there  hast  thou  failed." 
He  paused  suddenly  before  her  as  he  passed  her  in  his 
walk  and  fixed  her  frightened  gaze  with  his,  speaking  with 
cold  distinctness. 

"  If  thou  hadst  succeeded  in  thy  purpose  of  revenge 
upon  Jaafar  the  Barmek  to-night,  and  had  accomplished 
his  death — thou  wouldst  thereby  have  but  secured  thine 
own.  I  tell  thee,  I  would  have  snuffed  thee  'out  like  a 
taper  hadst  thou  disarranged  the  plans  I  have  so  carefully 
laid.  Since  thou  hast  but  furthered  them,  I  will  spare 
thee.  But  since  I  can  no  longer  trust  thee — get  thee 
gone  !  "  He  snarled  the  last  words  at  her  with  a  sudden 
lifting  of  the  lips  as  a  wild  dog  of  the  desert  might  snarl 
at  its  escaping  prey.  Blind  with  an  overpowering  terror, 
she  turned  and  stumbled  to  the  door.  As  she  reached  it 
Geber  spoke  again,  but  now  his  voice  was  simply  coldly 
ironical. 

"  Thou  mayst  keep  the  jewels  !  "  he  said. 

She  felt  them  burn  her  bosom,  where  they  lay,  and  she 
would  have  thrown  them  at  his  feet,  but  that  she  dared 
not  pause  to  face  those  flaming  eyes.  Her  hands  fumbled 
stupidly  with  the  curtain,  and  she  could  have  shrieked 
aloud  at  the  delay.  Then  another  hand  drew  it  stealthily 
aside  and,  seizing  her  arm,  led  her  through.  She  obeyed 
the  touch  quietly,  for  she  recognised  Al  Jubbai  in  the  dim 
light  of  the  hall.  At  the  great  door  he  paused  and  threw 
about  her  the  cloak  and  veil  she  was  about  to  put  on  when 
Geber's  summons  reached  her.  He  pressed  a  purse  into 
her  hands. 

"  'Tis  all  I  dare  do  for  thee,"  he  whispered.  "  I  know 
not  what  thou  hast  done,  but  I  pity  thee.  Old  Abda  will 
mourn  for  thee.  Farewell  !  " 

He  opened  the  door,  led  her  to  the  gate,  thrust  her 
through  into  the  street,  and  she  heard  the  key  turn  behind 
her.  Her  fate  had  come  to  her  and  she  stood  alone  and 
shivering  in  the  empty  street  flanked  by  its  blind,  window- 
less  walls.  Then  her  stunned  mind  began  to  recover  itself 
and  reverted  to  the  project  which  had  been  interrupted  by 
Geber's  summons. 

"  All  is  not  yet  ended,"  she  said  to  herself,  gathering 
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her  courage  and  turning  her  face  away  from  the  inhospit 
able  gate.  She  hastened  across  the  city,  keeping  closely 
to  the  walls  and  hiding  in  the  shadows  of  gateways  at  the 
hint  of  approaching  footsteps.  At  last,  nearing  her  des 
tination,  she  heard  behind  her  the  sounds  of  an  approach 
ing  company,  and  the  distant  flicker  of  torches  drove  her 
to  turn  hastily  into  a  long,  narrow  way,  up  which  she  flew 
like  a  hunted  hare.  Suddenly  she  stopped,  breathless,  her 
hand  pressed  to  her  throbbing  heart,  for  from  around  the 
next  turn  before  her  came  the  sound  of  songs  and  boister 
ous  laughter.  Some  of  the  young  nobles  of  the  city  were 
returning  from  some  entertainment.  She  was  caught  in 
a  trap,  for  already  the  other  party  had  entered  the  end  of 
the  street  and  was  coming  steadily  toward  her.  There 
was  not  even  a  gateway  to  afford  her  a  pretence  of  pro 
tection,  so  she  could  only  draw  her  veil  and  cloak  closer 
and  cower  helplessly  against  the  wall  as  the  second  com 
pany  turned  the  corner  and  came  full  upon  her. 

"  Stay  !  What  have  we  here  ?  "  cried  the  leader,  break 
ing  off  in  the  midst  of  a  song  to  flourish  his  torch  almost 
in  her  face.  "  A  damsel,  by  the  breath  of  the  Prophet ! 
And  one  not  accustomed  to  the  streets  at  night,  either, 
judging  by  her  pretty  coyness.  Lift  thy  veil,  sweetheart, 
and  blind  thy  servants  with  a  glimpse  of  that  hidden 
beauty  ! " 

The  rest  of  the  party  laughed,  and  as  the  speaker  drew 
nearer  the  frightened  girl,  it  was  evident  that  he  had  been 
drinking  of  something  more  potent  than  neeb  'dJi  or  a 
sherbet. 

"  Obcidah  !  Obeidah  !  "  she  cried  softly,  sobbing  in 
the  joy  of  her  discovery.  "  Allah  be  praised !  I  was 
coming  to  thee  but  now  !  " 

"  Coming  to  me  !  "  he  said,  in  an  amazed  tone.  The 
other  company  had  now  approached  near  enough  for  him 
to  recognise  Jaafarthe  Bannek  in  the  midst  of  his  slaves. 
A  sudden  blind  fury  surged  up  to  his  head. 

"  To  thee — ay,  to  thee !  I  am  homeless  and  thou  wilt 
protect  me.  Thou  lovest  me  and  hast  faithfully  waited. 
I  will  be  thy  wife."  She  flung  herself  into  his  arms.  A 
fear  crept  suddenly  into  her  heart  that  she  had  over 
estimated  her  power  and  that  this  refuge,  too,  was  to 
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be  denied  her.  What  bliss  the  touch  of  her  sweet  form 
would  once  have  sent  tingling  through  Obeidah's  veins  ! 
But  now —  She  raised  her  head  to  whisper  in  his  ear,  but 
the  next  instant  she  started  away  from  him  with  a  shriek 
of  pain.  Jaafar  sprang  forward  as  he  reached  the  group 
and  caught  her  in  his  arms.  Her  white  tunic  was  scarlet 
with  streaming  blood.  Obeidah  had  buried  his  teeth  in 
the  white  flesh  of  her  neck. 

"  What  hast  thou  done,  Ibn  Ali  ?  "  demanded  Jaafar 
sternly,  staunching  the  wound  with  the  corner  of  his 
mantle.  "  Art  thou  a  barbarian,  or  a  beast  of  the  desert. 
Slaves,  seize  him  !  " 

Obeidah  offered  no  resistance.  His  eyes  were  lurid 
and  his  breath  came  in  choking  gasps  of  rage. 

"  Is  she  thine  then,  sweet  uncle,  that  thou  dost  so  cher 
ish  her  ? "  he  sneered  bitterly.  "  She  was  once  mine, 
pledged  to  me  by  all  the  oaths  wherewith  women  falsify 
themselves.  And  while  I  dwelt  in  my  fool's  heaven  I 
saw  her  waylay  thee." 

Jaafar's  expression  changed  as  he  heard,  and  he  half 
withdrew  the  support  of  his  arms  involuntarily.  Yacuta 
felt  the  movement  and  raised  herself  slowly.  She  pressed 
the  crushed  veil  upon  her  throat  and  looked  from  one  to 
the  other  of  the  faces  before  her.  Obeidah's  was  still 
disfigured  by  an  ugly  sneer  ;  Jaafar's  was  coldly  disdain 
ful ;  upon  the  faces  of  the  slaves  was  a  smile  of  derision. 
Stripped  of  all  pretence,  all  ornament  of  cunning  wiles, 
her  distorted  soul  stood  at  that  moment  naked  to  them 
and  to  herself.  With  a  cry  of  startled  horror,  she  cov 
ered  her  face  and  fled  past  them  into  the  darkness  of  the 
night. 

Obeidah  smiled  scornfully,  but  Jaafar  looked  after  her  a 
little  anxiously.  Then  his  eyes  returned  to  Obeidah's  face. 

"  Thou  hast  called  me  '  uncle '  but  now,"  he  said  ab 
ruptly. 

"  Because  that  is  the  truth,"  returned  Obeidah  some 
what  sullenly.  It  had  escaped  him  in  the  heat  of  his 
anger  and  he  hoped  it  had  not  attracted  Jaafar's  notice. 

"  How  meanest  thou?"  asked  Jaafar,  in  surprise  at  his 
reply. 

"  Thy  brother  Fadhl  is  my  father." 
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"Hast  thou  proof  of  this?" 

"  Ay,  full  proof." 

"  Then  why  hast  thou  not  produced  it  before  ?  Doth 
my  brother  Fadhl — but  bring  the  proof  with  thee  to 
morrow  and  if  it  indeed  be  as  thou  sayest,  we  will  wel 
come  thee  gladly  among  us.  Indeed,  we  shall  be  the 
gainers,  for  the  glory  thou  hast  won  in  this  last  campaign 
will  reflect  with  honour  upon  us  also,  if  thou  art  of  our 
house." 

Obeidah's  heart  softened  under  the  kindliness  of 
Jaafar's  tone,  and  he  felt  a  little  ashamed  of  the  selfish 
reasons  which  had  kept  him  from  claiming  his  relation 
ship  before.  Before  he  needed  to  answer  a  slave  came 
up  to  them,  breathless  with  running,  and  wearing  the 
queen's  livery.  He  gave  Jaafar  a  letter  with  the  injunc 
tion  to  read  it  instantly.  This  he  accomplished  by  the 
light  of  one  of  the  torches,  and  as  he  read  his  face  paled. 
It  was  her  warning  of  Yacuta's  betrayal  to  the  khalif. 
But  then  he  remembered  that  this  had  been  accomplished 
some  hours  ago,  while  he  had  but  just  come  from  Harun's 
presence.  His  consternation  lightened  as  he  remem 
bered  that  the  khalif  had  made  a  display  that  evening 
of  even  more  affection  than  usual.  Evidently  for  some 
reason  the  bolt  had  fallen  short  of  its  mark,  and  his  life 
being  spared  for  that  night,  he  judged  from  his  long 
knowledge  of  Harun's  character  that  it  was  reasonably 
safe  for  some  time  to  come.  He  was  even  sensible  of 
a  certain  relief  that  the  secret  was  out  at  last.  Now,  if 
he  could  win  Harun's  forgiveness —  His  lonely  heart 
turned  toward  that  little,  innocent,  hidden  child, — his 
child.  Even  the  thought  of  the  mother  was  less  repug 
nant  to  him  when  he  thought  of  his  little  son.  He 
turned  to  Obeidah  and  held  out  the  letter. 

"  This  will  answer  the  question  thou  hast  asked  of  me," 
he  said.  "  And  since  thou  art  one  of  us  I  may  let  thee 
read  it.  The  time  may  come  when  I  shall  be  glad  of 
thine  aid — who  knoweth  !  " 

Much  whose  meaning  had  been  hidden  flashed  on 
Obeidah's  understanding  as  he  read.  A  new  feeling 
sprang  to  life  in  his  heart,  and  he  looked  at  Jaai^r  with 
the  first  unselfish  love  of  his  life  shining  in  his  eyes. 
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"  I  would  thou  wert  mine  own  father  !  "  he  said,  then 
glancing  again  at  the  letter  in  his  hands,  "and  I  would  I 
had  buried  my  dagger  instead  of  my  teeth  in  her  neck!" 

Meanwhile  Yacuta  fled  on  and  on  into  the  night,  always 
pursued  by  the  memory  of  the  faces  she  left  behind  her. 
She  did  not  know  which  stung  the  more  sharply,  the 
sneer  on  the  face  of  the  scribe,  or  the  contemptuous  pity 
of  Jaafar  the  Barmek.  At  first  she  fled  in  a  headlong 
fashion  over  the  rough,  uneven  roadway,  which  brought 
her  more  than  once  heavily  to  her  knees  in  the  darkness; 
but  she  rose  again  and  continued  her  flight  until  she  paused 
at  last,  breathless  and  exhausted,  within  sight  of  the  lights 
of  the  gate.  She  would  have  turned  back  then,  but  for 
what  purpose  ?  More  kind  would  be  the  desert  of  the  open 
country  than  the  desert  of  that  great  city,  and  the  beasts 
that  prowled  about  the  barren  hillsides  would  be  less 
dread  to  meet  than  those  that  prowled  by  night  in  the 
city  streets.  As  she  thought  of  the  country  a  sudden 
resolution  came  to  her;  she  would  go  to  her  true  father 
and  tardily  take  up  her  despised  duty.  The  life  she  must 
lead  with  the  childish,  demented  old  man,  would  indeed 
be  monotonous  and  sad,  but  it  would  at  least  be  safe  and 
of  good  repute.  A  month  ago  she  had  shrunk  from  the 
bare  suggestion  of  such  a  life  ;  to-night  the  high  walls  of 
the  old  garden  held  out  a  grateful  promise  of  protection. 

She  slipped  through  the  gate  unchallenged  in  the  midst 
of  a  chattering,  loud-voiced  company  of  peasants,  return 
ing  to  their  distant  farms  from  a  long  day  in  the  markets 
and  an  evening  spent  in  visiting  among  their  friends.  She 
walked  close  beside  a  tiny  donkey  bearing  on  its  patient 
back  a  young  woman  and  three  children,  two  of  which 
were  unconcernedly  asleep,  packed  securely  in  the  pan 
niers  at  the  sides,  while  the  third  wailed  fretfully  in  the 
woman's  arms.  The  father  walked  behind  and  urged  on 
the  lagging  animal  with  his  staff. 

"  It  will  be  midnight  ere  we  reach  the  White  Cross!  " 
complained  the  woman,  trying  with  weary  impatience  to 
still  the  wakeful  child. 

"  I  fear  thou  art  right,"  replied  the  husband  ;  "  but  to 
morrow  thou  shalt  rest,  Egilona,  and  surely  that  glorious 
sermon  was  worth  a  night's  fatigue.  Would  that  we 
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might  more  often  drink  such  draughts  of  the  water  of 
life  !  The  dear  Christ  hath  greatly  gifted  our  brother 
with  a  wise  and  eloquent  tongue." 

"Hush!"  said  the  woman  sharply.  "A  stranger 
walketh  with  us  !  " 

"  Whither  goest  thou  alone  at  this  hour,  my  good 
woman?  "asked  the  man,  coming  around  from  behind 
the  plodding  beast  and  seeing  her  for  the  first  time.  "  Or 
hast  thou  become  separated  from  thy  friends  yonder?" 
He  pointed  toward  the  more  noisy  group. 

"  Nay,  I  am  alone,"  Yacuta  replied  in  a  low  voice.  "  I 
hasten  from  the  city  to  my  father,  who  is  ill.  I  pray  thee, 
let  me  walk  under  thy  protection  as  far  as  may  be.  I — I 
have  never  been  in  the  country  alone  at  night  before." 

"  Art  thou  perchance  a  slave  escaping  from  thy  master  ?  " 
asked  the  woman.  "  Thou  knowest  that  the  laws  are 
strict  concerning  those  who  aid  slaves  to  escape  from 
their  lawful  owners — and  it  will  not  be  well  for  us  to 
draw  suspicions  upon  us  now,  husband  !  " 

The  man  scratched  his  head  doubtfully  and  looked  at 
the  heavily  cloaked  figure,  but  Yacuta  interposed  more 
boldly  now. 

"  Nay,  I  am  no  slave,  but  free-born.  None  seek  me, 
and  thou  endurest  no  danger  in  allowing  me  to  walk  with 
thee.  Give  me  the  child  to  carry  for  a  space." 

The  woman  gave  it  to  her  with  a  little  reluctance,  but 
her  arms  and  ears  were  weary  with  itsfretfulness.  Yacuta 
cradled  it  on  her  arm  tenderly  as  she  had  so  often  cradled 
that  other  which  for  its  father's  sake  she  had  allowed  to 
creep  into  the  inner  recesses  of  her  heart.  She  straight 
ened  its  clothing  deftly,  and  feeling  a  welcome  and  restful 
change,  the  infant  ceased  crying  and  fell  into  a  sound 
slumber.  The  mother  felt  an  envious  surprise. 

"  Thou  hast  one  of  thine  own  ?  "  she  queried. 

"  Nay,  I  have  none — now." 

They  imagined  she  meant  that  her  child  had  died  and 
questioned  her  no  more. 

"  Art  thou  a  Christian  ?  "  asked  the  man  as  they  plodded 
on  under  the  September  stars.  The  smell  of  the  late 
summer  flowers  was  in  the  air,  fragrant  with  the  dew,  and 
floated  to  them  across  the  fields. 
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"  A  Christian  ?'  That  is  a  religious  sect,  is  it  not,  which 
Harun  the  khalif  compelleth  to  wear  the  badge  of  a  blue 
turban  and  whom  he  persecuteth  with  heavy  taxes?" 
It  was  too  dark  for  her  to  distinguish  the  colour  of  the 
man's  head-wear. 

"  That  is  so  !  "  interjected  the  woman  and  launched 
into  a  long  complaint  of  the  treatment  which  the  Chris 
tians  received  in  the  city.  Yacuta  was  silent,  but  partly 
hearing,  for  her  thoughts  were  elsewhere.  She  burned 
with  shame  in  the  darkness  as  she  thought  of  her  recent 
experience,  and  the  wound  in  her  throat  throbbed  as  the 
hot  blood  welled  up  into  her  head.  She  had  bound  it 
with  a  piece  torn  from  her  veil.  At  last  her  attention 
was  attracted  by  the  man's  deeper  tones.  He  reminded 
his  wife  of  Christ's  care  for  His  own,  reciting  line  after  line 
from  the  record  of  the  Christians.  Her  interest  grew  as 
she  listened,  and  at  last  she  asked  a  question — the  ques 
tion  which  has  been  echoing  down  through  all  the  ages 
from  countless  anxious  lips. 

"  Who  was  this  man  Jesus,  whom  ye  call   the  Christ?" 

Then  the  man  told  her  the  story  of  the  Messiah,  simply, 
as  he  knew  it,  and  strong  with  the  strength  of  full  belief. 
It  fell  upon  her  ears  with  a  convincing  ring  and  on  her 
heart  with  a  soothing  balm. 

It  sometimes  happens  that  we  hear  or  read  a  funda 
mental  truth  again  and  again,  slurring  its  vital  meaning 
because  of  its  very  familiarity  of  sound.  Then  comes  a 
moment  when  the  old  familiar  words  have  a  new  ring  to 
the  ear  and  a  new  meaning  to  the  brain,  and  their  accepted 
and  uninteresting  monotony  is  suddenly  vitalised  into 
some  shining  truth  for  which  we  have  been  groping  to 
light  our  darkened  way.  And  yet  the  words  have  always 
meant  the  same.  It  is  only  that  we  have  changed,  grown 
and  broadened  to  the  mental  stature  which  could  reach 
and  hold  the  greater  meaning. 

So  it  was  now  with  Yacuta.  She  had  heard  many 
times  vague  scraps  of  the  history  of  the  Christ,  as  the 
history  of  a  false  prophet  who  raised  insurrections  and 
rebellions  and  was  put  to  death  as  a  just  punishment  for 
crime.  Many  times  she  had  heard  the  words  of  His 
teachings  from  Gulnare  and  others  of  Geber's  slaves,  but 


410  GEBER 

they  bore  no  meaning  for  her.  In  fact  her  religion  was 
of  the  vaguest  and  most  formal  kind,  and  had  never  taken 
root  in  her  nature.  Indeed,  we  are  rarely  fed  with  the 
Bread  of  Life  until  we  cry  out  in  hunger.  Shaken  now  out 
of  her  selfish  thoughtlessness,  alone  and  in  deep  distress, 
the  words  of  the  man's  simple  eloquence  fell  upon  softened 
ground.  Even  his  wife,  forbearing  to  question  the  eager 
listener  who  heard  the  tender  promises  and  invitations  of 
the  Christian  faith  with  indrawn  breath  of  awe  and  rap 
ture,  laid  her  hand  upon  the  girl's  shoulder  with  kindly 
reassurance  and  repressed  her  natural  woman's  curiosity. 

It  was  after  midnight  when  they  parted  at  the  White 
Cross,  which  marked  the  division  of  their  ways.  Yacuta 
laid  the  sleeping  child  back  in  its  mother's  arms.  It  stirred 
and  complained  a  little  at  the  change,  but  settled  again 
to  slumber,  for  the  mother's  arms  had  grown  more  tender. 

"  Farewell !  "  Yacuta  said  as  she  left  them  ;  and  added 
with  a  new  humility,  "  I  thank  ye  both  for  the  good  words 
I  have  heard  this  night." 

The  sun  was  clear  in  the  sky  when  she  reached  the 
lodge  at  the  entrance  to  her  father's  garden.  It  was 
empty,  and  so  also  was  the  garden  itself  where  she  had 
last  seen  her  father.  Then  she  had  thought  to  choose  any 
fate  rather  than  to  be  immured  in  this  lonely  prison  with 
a  mindless  body  which  was  almost  a  living  corpse ;  now 
she  had  paid  the  price  of  those  ambitions,  and  Failure  was 
written  large  upon  those  last  pages  of  her  book  of  fate  and 
she  was  glad  to  creep  back  to  the  natural  refuge  which 
she  had  then  scorned. 

She  made  her  way  through  the  winding  paths  of  the 
garden  to  the  house  which  she  had  seen  in  the  distance 
through  the  heavy  screen  of  trees  on  her  former  visit. 
As  she  drew  nearer  she  heard  voices,  and  she  paused  in  an 
angle  of  the  wall  to  regain  her  courage  before  approach 
ing  the  speakers.  Some  one  was  reciting  passages  from 
the  Koran. 

"  Praise  be  unto  Allah,  unto  whom  belongeth  what 
ever  is  in  the  heavens  and  on  earth  ;  and  to  him  be  praise 
in  the  world  to  come  :  for  he  is  wise  and  intelligent.  His 
word  is  the  truth  and  his  will  be  the  kingdom  on  the  day 
whereon  the  trumpet  shall  be  sounded." 
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At  this  point  a  woman's  voice  interrupted  the  monoto 
nous  intonation. 

"  Kebal,  dost  believe  that  the  evil  bird  Manah  springeth 
from  the  brain  of  the  dead  at  burial  and  haunteth  the 
sepulchre  with  fearful  screams  ?  " 

"  The  blessed  Koran  forbiddeth  such  belief,"  replied 
the  man's  voice  evasively,  pausing  in  his  chant. 

"  What  then  may  one  believe  concerning  the  dead  ?  " 

"Surely,  thine  ignorance  passeth  belief!  When  the 
corpse  is  buried,  it  is  received  by  an  angel  who  warneth 
it  of  the  coming  of  the  two  Examiners,  which  are  two 
black  angels  of  terrible  appearance  called  Monkir  and 
Nankir.  These  order  the  corpse  to  sit  upright  when  they 
examine  it  concerning  faith,  the  unity  of  Allah  and  the 
sacred  mission  of  His  prophet,  Mohammed.  If  it  answer 
rightly,  the  body  is  suffered  to  rest  in  peace  till  the 
resurrection,  refreshed  by  the  airs  of  Paradise." 

"  And  if  the  dead  hath  been  an  evil-doer  in  his  life?  " 

"  Then  the  two  angels  beat  him  upon  the  temples  with 
an  iron  mace,  so  that  he  roareth  with  anguish  until  he  is 
heard  through  all  the  earth — save  by  men  and  the  jinnee. 
They  press  the  earth  down  upon  him  and  his  sins  become 
venomous  beasts  which  sting  him,  and  he  is  also  gnawed 
by  ninety-nine  dragons  with  seven  heads  !  " 

"  And  when  cometh  the  resurrection?"  The  woman's 
voice  asked  the  question  after  an  awed  pause. 

"  None  knoweth,  save  only  Allah  himself."  Then  the 
chant  began  again.  Someone  evidently  was  dead,  and  a 
sudden  and  fearful  foreboding  seized  Yacuta's  heart. 
The  recitations  from  the  Koran  were  interrupted  abruptly 
as  she  appeared  in  the  door.  A  man  sat  at  the  head  of  a 
narrow  bed  covered  with  fine  white  cloths,  and  a  woman 
was  busied  about  something  which  lay  upon  it.  Both 
recognised,  in  spite  of  her  altered  face,  the  girl  who  had 
accompanied  Geber  upon  that  long  past  day.  She  had 
torn  aside  her  veil  and  her  eyes  looked  out  at  them  from 
her  white  face  with  a  hunted,  desperate  look  in  them. 

"  My  father  !  "  she  said  and  looked  at  the  bed.  There 
lay  all  that  now  remained  of  the  once  wealthy  and  in 
fluential  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud.  His  sightless  eyes  were 
closed,  his  restless  hands  were  still,  his  mouth  smiled 
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placidly,  as  if  well  pleased  to  be  rid  of  the  burden  of 
earthly  speech.  Yacuta  looked  at  him,  an  earnest,  linger 
ing  look ;  then  she  stooped  and  pressed  a  kiss  upon  the 
withered  forehead  and  passed  out  of  the  house. 

It  is  a  terrible  thing  to  be  obliged  to  live  after  all  has 
been  swept  away  which  seems  to  make  life  worth  living; 
but  sometimes  when  this  has  happened  it  becomes  ap 
parent  to  the  tortured,  striving  soul  that  then  it  has  but 
just  truly  begun  to  live  at  all.  Destiny  is  the  latent 
power  of  character  dwelling  within  us.  Every  thought 
as  well  as  every  act  leaves  its  impress  upon  the  constantly 
forming  character,  and  only  a  convulsion  of  all  surround 
ing  circumstances  suffices  to  change  the  structure  so 
slowly,  but  firmly,  formed. 

Such  a  convulsion  had  now  thrown  down  in  a  night  for 
Yacuta  the  work  of  years.  Utter  ruin  filled  her  horizon 
wherever  her  thoughts  touched.  But  upon  the  ruins  was 
already  laid  the  first  stone  of  a  new  and  a  more  enduring 
foundation.  The  alluring  promises  of  the  Man  of  Naz 
areth  are  familiar  to  our  ears  ;  they  are  our  birthright,  and 
our  comprehension  is  dulled  to  their  wondrous  import  by 
unceasing  repetition.  To  Yacuta  they  fell  like  rain  upon 
the  summer  desert,  promising  the  possibility  of  a  new 
and  better  harvest  at  the  moment  when  she  had  seen 
everything  of  earthly  value  swept  away  from  her  in  the 
simoon  of  her  own  revengeful  passion,  and  death  alone 
seemed  the  door  remaining  for  her  escape.  What  won 
der  that  she  grasped  the  precious  truths  eagerly  and 
clasped  them  to  her  empty  heart!  A  determination 
formed  in  her  troubled  mind.  She  would  go  to  Gulnare 
and  ask  aid  of  her. 

As  she  crept  back  through  the  heat  to  the  city,  weary 
beyond  speech,  a  curtain  seemed  to  roll  from  her  mental 
and  moral  vision,  and  she  beheld  herself  as  she  was.  By 
whose  fault,  she  asked  herself,  did  she  stand  as  she  did 
to-day.  By  Geber's,  who  left  her  soul  untrained  while  he 
cared  lavishly  for  her  body,  his  very  generosity  fostering 
the  defects  of  her  character?  If  so,  what  of  the  slave 
Gulnare,  her  soul  replied  ;  Gulnare,  whose  whole  exist 
ence  had  been  an  upward  struggle  against  degrading  sur 
roundings  and  in  whom  the  feeble  flickerings  of  a  higher 
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light  could  have  found  no  fuel  for  a  brighter  flame,  save 
from  within  her  own  soul.  Yet  something  within  her 
was  unsatisfied  at  her  own  judgment.  She  was  unused 
to  logic  or  reasoning,  and  her  mind  could  only  grope 
vaguely  among  these  new  chains  of  thought,  so  she  felt 
rather  than  reasoned  that  somewhere  lay  a  discrepancy. 
Gulnare  the  slave  and  Yacuta  the  daughter  of  Geber  the 
Master  had  not  started  in  the  race  with  the  same  handi 
cap.  The  feet  of  one  were  winged  from  the  beginning 
with  the  upward  tendency  toward  good ;  the  other  was 
weighted  to  the  earth  by  the  burden  of  a  leaden  soul. 
Should  each  then  be  judged  by  the  deeds  that  were  writ 
ten  beside  their  names?  As  well  judge  equally  for  speed 
the  cart-horse  and  the  race-horse. 

The  most  vital  truth  is  a  useless  abstraction  until  we 
have  realised  it.  When  we  have  then  assimilated  it  in 
our  souls,  it  becomes  to  us  a  truth,  and  then  only  can  we 
be  judged  by  it. 

"  According  to  our  light,"  the  words  came  back  to  her 
with  vague  consolation.  The  drunkard  may  die  in  the 
gutter  at  last,  yet  will  judgment  be  more  tolerable  for 
him  at  the  last  if  his  life  has  been  an  honest  struggle 
against  his  failing,  than  for  the  man  who,  having  the  light, 
makes  no  effort  to  walk  therein. 

Gulnare  was  consulting  with  Opheirah  about  some 
household  matter  when  a  page  brought  word  of  a  woman 
waiting  to  see  her.  Opheirah  had  grown  old  of  late  days. 
Jaafar  had  kept  his  word  given  her  that  morning  long 
ago,  and  his  mother  had  never  since  beheld  his  face. 
The  memory  of  it  lingered  hauntingly  in  her  mind  as  she 
had  last  seen  it,  drawn  and  haggard  with  a  prescient 
anguish,  and  his  voice  still  rang  in  her  ears,  sometimes 
waking  her  from  her  uneasy  sleep. 

"  Would  nothing  less  than  utter  ruin  content  thee?" 

Yaheya  puzzled  his  aged  brain  in  vain  for  the  solution 
to  the  puzzle  which  neither  wife  nor  son  would  give  him; 
so  at  last  he  came  to  accept  the  changed  conditions  with 
the  sad  resignation  of  age,  which  has  accepted  so  many 
mysteries,  changes,  and  blows,  that  the  very  power  of 
suffering  grows  numb. 

Opheirah  had  grown  not  only  to  accept  her  son's  wife, 
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but  even  to  depend  upon  her.  She  allowed  the  reins  of 
household  government  to  slip  gradually  from  her  grasp 
into  those  of  the  young  girl  who  sought  lovingly  to  trans 
fer  to  her  own  shoulders  all  that  was  possible  of  the  bur 
den  of  life  which  was  bowing  low  the  once  proud  head  of 
the  lady  of  Yaheya  the  Barmek.  So  changed  was  Ophei- 
rah  that  when  she  learned  the  real  standing  of  the  sup 
posed  slave,  she  shuddered  instead  of  being  roused  to 
ambitious  dreams,  and  said  sadly,  "  I  would,  child,  that 
thou  wert  but  the  unknown  and  nameless  slave  I  thought 
thee  first !  "  and  went  away  to  her  own  apartment  and 
was  seen  no  more  that  day. 

When  Gulnare  received  the  message,  she  hastened  out 
to  the  inner  court  of  the  harem  in  some  surprise.  Few 
strangers  could  wish  to  see  Gulnare  the  unknown.  In 
the  court  a  woman's  figure  crouched  brokenly  against  the 
marble  coping  of  the  fountain.  Her  veil  was  wrapped 
about  her  neck  and  a  fold  of  her  mantle  was  drawn  over 
her  head  and  across  her  face. 

"What  wilt  thou  with  me,  good  woman?"  Gulnare 
asked  in  her  sweet  voice,  moved  already  to  compassion 
by  the  sorrow  expressed  in  every  line  of  the  figure  before 
her. 

"  Yacuta !  "  she  exclaimed  in  amazement  as  the  droop 
ing  head  was  raised. 

"  Gulnare,  I  am  an  outcast  and  ill,"  began  Yacuta 
humbly.  "  I  had  no  refuge  to  which  I  might  creep,  save 
to  thee.  If  thou  turncst  me  away,  I  must  die  in  the 
street." 

"But  how  comest  thou  here!"  Her  mind  could  not 
so  quickly  accept  the  change  of  the  proud,  haughty,  care 
less  favourite  into  this  humble  suppliant. 

"  My  father  is  dead,  the  queen  hath  cast  me  off— 

"  Geber  dead  !  "  There  was  a  sharp  clutch  of  pain  at 
Gulnare's  heart.  Yacuta  sighed  wearily  and  nerved  her 
self  to  tell  all  the  story.  She  spared  herself  nothing  in 
the  explanation  and  laid  bare  all  her  deceit  and  trickery. 
Suddenly  she  felt  two  warm  arms  about  her  and  warm 
tears  dropping  upon  her  face,  which  was  pressed  to  Gul 
nare's  breast. 

"  Thou  art  welcome  here,  sister!  "  murmured  Gulnare's 
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tender  voice.  "  Fear  not ;  thou  shalt  rest  safely  here  with 
me.  I  love  thee  and  will  hold  thee !  " 

Yacuta  raised  her  eyes  timidly.  It  gave  Gulnare  a  pang, 
half  of  sorrow,  to  see  such  pride  brought  so  low.  "  And 
thy  Christ  ?  "  asked  Yacuta.  "  Thy  wondrous  Christ  Who 
hath  such  promises  for  even  such  as  I — will  He  too 
forgive  and  receive  me,  thinkest  thou  ?  It  hath  come 
strangely  to  me  since  yesterday  that  I  would  I  had  lis 
tened  to  thee  long  ago,  instead  of  jeering  at  thee.  Wilt 
thou  forgive  me  now  the  unkindness  I  have  often  shown 
thee?" 

"  Hush,  sister!  It  is  all  forgiven  and  forgotten  long 
ago.  '  Thy  sins  I  will  put  from  thee  as  far  as  the  east  is 
from  the  west."  Thus  doth  our  Christ  forgive  us  when 
we  are  truly  penitent  as  thou  art  now."  Yet  still  Yacuta 
sighed. 

"  If  I  had  but  given  myself  to  Him  then,"  she  said,  "it 
would  have  been  a  gift  more  worth  the  giving.  Now  I 
am  broken  and  outcast,  scorned  and  useless."  Gulnare 
bent  over  her  and  smoothed  the  roughened  hair  with 
gentle  fingers. 

"  Thy  pride  is  broken,"  she  replied  gravely,  "  and  thy 
body  is  spent ;  but  Christ  needeth  not  thy  pride  or  thy 
body.  But  by  the  blows  which  have  broken  thee  thy 
soul  hath  been  fashioned  into  a  chalice  fit  for  the  holding 
of  His  grace.  Come  now  with  me,  sister,  and  bathe  and 
eat  and  rest.  So — lean  upon  me.  My  heart  bleedeth,  yet 
doth  rejoice  for  thee.  Later  I  will  tell  thee  more  of  this 
dear  Christ  Whom  thou  hast  learned  to  love." 


CHAPTER  XXVIII 

Backward  from  these  gates  Time's  waters  through  the  centuries  retreat, 
While  the  flood-tide  of  the  present  flows  about  its  silent  feet ; 
Here  the  humblest  soul  has  worshipped,  bending  low  on  prayer-worn  knee, 
Here  has  passed  the  gilded  pageant  and  the  pride  of  royalty. 

THE  royal  company  which  rode  through  the  great  gates 
of  the  City  of  Peace  this  brilliant  day  was  a  gayer  and 
merrier  throng  than  had  passed  its  portals  for  many  days. 
The  two  princes  raced  joyfully  ahead  upon  their  fresh 
horses,  and  if  Harun  followed  at  a  slower  gait,  his  manner 
in  proportion  to  his  years  was  scarcely  less  happy  than 
theirs.  He  saluted  the  crowd  upon  all  sides  with  the 
greatest  graciousness,  and  distributed  alms  with  a  lavish 
hand. 

The  people,  like  children,  never  tired  of  the  gorgeous 
pageants  which  their  ruler  constantly  prepared  for  them, 
and  certainly  they  never  grew  weary  of  the  hubbas  and 
diJireins  cast  among  them  by  his  almoner. 

Nine  times  had  Harun  the  king  performed  the  month's 
pilgrimage  across  the  desert  to  Mckka.  The  first  time 
was  upon  foot,  in  observance  of  a  vow,  and  immediately 
after  his  accession  to  the  throne.  He  did  not  go  to  the 
lengths  for  comfort  upon  this  pilgrimage  which  his  fa 
mous  ancestor  did,  who  carried  with  him  upon  camels  suf 
ficient  snow  to  cool  his  drinks  upon  the  way  ;  but  though 
Harun  faithfully  performed  his  vow  and  walked  the  dis 
tance  to  Mekka,  he  set  his  royal  feet  upon  carpets  and 
soft  stuffs  the  entire  way. 

This  ninth  time  he  rode  and  Jaafarthe  Barmekrodeby 
his  side.  Behind  him  followed  an  immense  train  consist 
ing  of  his  body-guard,  his  courtiers,  his  attendants,  slaves 
and  servants,  and  whole  pack  trains  of  laden  camels  and 
mules,  led  horses  in  the  hands  of  his  grooms,  and  last  of 
all,  the  crowds  of  lianifs,  or  penitents,  who  would  day  by 
day  be  fed  from  his  board  and  receive  of  his  alms — which 
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latter  item,  we  are  told,  upon  this  pilgrimage  amounted  to 
one  million  dinars  and  fifty  thousand  diJirems  in  money. 

When  they  had  left  the  shouting  multitude  behind  and 
were  out  upon  the  plains,  the  khalif  became  silent  and 
thoughtful,  though  his  face  still  looked  less  stern  and 
lined  with  care  than  Jaafar  had  seen  it  for  many  months. 
He  was  thinking  of  his  queen,  Zobeide. 

Jaafar  had  made  the  press  of  duty  his  excuse  for  ab 
senting  himself  from  the  festivities  of  the  royal  harem 
the  night  before,  so  Harun  had  been  left  alone  to  enjoy 
the  queen's  society.  Even  Abassa  had  pleaded  indisposi 
tion  and  failed  to  appear.  She  was  so  shaken  by  the 
peril  in  which  she  stood  that  she  realised  she  could  not 
meet  her  brother  in  person  without  betraying  her  knowl 
edge  of  his  discovery.  Zobeide,  however,  knew  no  such 
weakness.  She  met  her  lord  with  a  delicate  touch  of  la 
tent  coquetry  in  her  manner  and  in  the  depths  of  her  soft 
eyes  which  blinded  him  effectually  to  any  trace  of  fear 
which  might  have  lurked  coldly  at  the  bottom  of  her 
heart.  From  the  instant  that  her  eyes  fell  on  him,  he  was 
again  her  slave,  eager,  imploring,  ready  to  exchange  a 
kingdom  for  the  certainty  of  her  love.  He  thought  she 
was  pleased  that  he  was  about  to  fulfil  his  assurance 
regarding  her  son's  succession  to  the  throne,  and  he  was 
happy  in  the  sunshine  of  her  rewarding  smile. 

Only  once  did  he  watch  her  face  narrowly  with  any 
thought  of  suspicion ;  it  was  when  he  told  her  that 
Jaafar  was  too  much  engaged  to  be  present  in  the  harem 
that  evening.  Then,  indeed,  he  forced  himself  to  observe 
her  closely,  but  her  colour  remained  indifferently  even, 
and  her  eyes  met  his  with  a  smile. 

"  Then  may  we  play  at  youth  and  the  forgotten  game 
of  love,"  she  said,  "  this  last  night,  since  there  is  no  criti 
cal,  strange  eye  to  see." 

"  Forgotten  ! "  He  pressed  a  burning  kiss  upon  her 
rosy-tinted  fingers.  "  To  forget  would  be  for  me  to  die  ! 
Forget  ?  Dost  ask  me  to  forget  the  scanty  hours  of  per 
fect  joy  which  fate  hath  granted  me  from  a  barren  desert 
of  time  which  knew  not  thee  ?  " 

Her  heart  smote  her  for  a  moment  as  she  looked  deep 
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into  his  eyes.  While  she  noted  the  marks  of  time  upon  his 
face,  she  remembered  vividly,  almost  against  her  will,  the 
young  prince  who  had  once  knelt  at  her  feet  with  this  same 
love  burning  in  his  eyes,  and  in  his  heart  the  same  im 
petuous  wish  to  bend  every  force  to  her  desire.  Then  her 
untrained  virgin  soul  had  been  dazzled  by  his  magnificence 
and  moved  by  his  personal  beauty.  Surely,  whispered 
pride,  no  woman  before  had  ever  such  a  lover  as  had  she  ! 
She  imagined  that  she  loved  him.  With  the  wisdom  in 
stilled  by  marriage  came  also  an  unbidden  consciousness 
that  something  deep  within  her  soul  had  been  wronged, 
some  high,  intangible,  yet  vital  part  of  her  being  had  been 
cheated  and  degraded  because  she  had  been  too  ignorant 
to  protect  it.  And  that  wrong  she  never  forgave,  though 
being  a  woman  and  helpless,  she  hid  the  fact  and  fed  her 
lover  on  the  illusion. 

The  scholar,  the  poet,  the  musician,  and  the  genius  she 
admired ;  the  king,  the  soldier  and  the  judge  she  respected  ; 
to  the  husband  and  master  she  was  invariably  obedient 
and  submissive  in  great  things — if  tyrannical  in  small, 
with  a  pretty  tyranny  that  only  enchained  him  anew; 
but  the  man,  born  of  Adam  and  uncrowned  by  her  heart, 
had  no  part  in  her  inner  and  true  life.  He  had  never 
touched  her  soul  with  the  magic  touch  which  alters  for 
ever  after  for  a  maiden  the  face  of  the  universe.  To 
another  had  been  given  this  power,  and  another  had 
seen  the  miracle.  It  was  as  if  the  king  sought  the  Spring 
of  Eternal  Love,  and  while  he  yet  sought,  another,  all 
unknowing,  had  found  and  drained  the  scanty  supply  to 
its  last  drop.  She  knew  that  the  magic  spring  was  empty, 
but  the  king  still  sought  and  hoped,  often  believing  hap 
pily  that  he  had  found  it.  He  had  not  learned  that  the 
Spring  of  Eternal  Love  flows  from  the  simplest  source 
and  bubbles  rarely  from  the  bottom  of  a  jewelled  goblet. 

He  was  dreaming  upon  all  sweet  things  as  he  rode 
silently  across  the  plain,  and  his  memory  recalled  to  him 
every  glance  and  word  which  the  night  before  had  filled 
him  with  rare  joy.  Jaafar  respected  his  silence  and  was 
wrapped  in  his  own  thoughts  and  memories,  whose  char 
acter  was  not  disclosed  by  his  inscrutable  features,  unless 
one  looked  down  into  t  depths  of  his  sad  eyes. 
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At  last  a  low  range  of  hills  in  the  distance  caught 
Harun's  eyes  and  he  was  awakened  rudely  enough  from 
his  dreaming.  Again  returned  to  him  the  memory  of  the 
day  when  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  rode  a  race  with  death  for 
the  life  of  his  favourite  son.  His  eye  fell  upon  his  horse. 
Subbah's  glossy  neck  no  longer  arched  itself  to  his  touch. 
Her  bones  lay  bleaching  upon  the  distant  desert  with  a 
javelin  lying  darkly  among  them,  and  her  slayer  defied 
her  master  from  his  stronghold  of  Samarkand.  Then 
Jaafar  spoke,  following  his  gaze. 

"  Was  it  not  here  that  the  young  Prince  Amin  was  in 
danger  of  death  ?  " 

"  Ay,  here  among  those  hills  toward  the  river ;  and  here 
Rafi  ibn  Omeirah  saved  him  upon  that  wondrous  creature 
of  his.  Amin  begged  for  her  that  day,  but  I  was  too  just 
to  take  her  from  her  master  against  his  will."  Then  he 
added  bitterly,  "  Nay,  I  allowed  him  to  keep  her  in  order 
to  give  him  the  opportunity  to  slay  my  own  beautiful 
Subbah.  Justice  and  mercy  have  oft  strange  results, 
under  Allah."  As  he  spoke  he  sent  a  messenger  to  recall 
the  princes,  and  Jaafar  returned  to  silence.  He  was 
amazed  at  the  order  of  logic  which  allowed  Harun  to  pose 
in  his  own  mind  toward  Rafi  as  a  betrayed  benefactor. 
His  experience  among  men  had  made  him  familiar  with  that 
hypocritical  attitude  of  the  mind,  deceiving  no  one  but 
itself,  which  seeing,  resolutely  shuts  its  eyes,  and  knowing, 
refuses  knowledge  and  remains  ignorant.  But  he  had 
never  expected  to  see  the  keen,  concise  mind  of  Harun 
the  scholar  dethrone  itself  and  cower  childishly  behind 
so  impalpable  a  defence.  It  taught  him  suddenly,  as  by 
a  blow,  to  what  levels  the  once  powerful  and  kindly  nature 
was  fast  sinking. 

Could  a  possible  jealousy  account  for  all  these  latter 
changes  in  his  royal  friend,  he  asked  himself,  seeking  for 
a  cause ;  or  was  it  a  natural  degeneration  whose  cankered 
germ  had  been  hid  in  the  bud  ?  He  could  not  believe 
that  the  real  mind  of  the  man  harboured  a  suspicion  of  his 
queen,  though  more  than  once  indeed  he  had  betrayed 
such  suspicion  in  both  word  and  look.  But  Harun  was 
of  that  hasty  temper  which  glows  red  with  a  word,  and 
when  heated  suspects  its  dearest  friends  of  innumerable 
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and  absurd  crimes  ;  and  when  cooled  expects  those  friends 
to  forget  the  stinging  accusations  as  readily  as  it  does 
itself ;  not  comprehending  that  the  man  who  wields  the 
knife  may  easily  forget  the  blow  sooner  than  he  who  re 
ceives  it  in  his  heart.  At  such  times  it  is  not  always  a 
sufficient  balm  to  the  wound  to  remember  that  the  victim 
did  not  deserve  it. 

Jaafar  sighed.  His  post  of  favourite  was  becoming  a 
heavy  burden  upon  his  soul. 

The  two  princes  reined  down  their  mares  at  Harun's 
command  and  rode  upon  his  either  hand,  as  they 
had  ridden  upon  that  other  day  over  this  same  plain. 
Jaafar  falling  a  little  behind,  as  he  was  indeed  glad  to  do, 
saw  that  Mamun  was  as  ever  contentedly  anxious  to  please 
his  father,  while  Amin  sulked  at  being  restricted  in  his 
ride  and  kicked  his  mare  viciously  with  his  heels  to  make 
her  chafe  and  bridle.  Scraps  of  their  conversation  were 
audible  to  the  Barmek,  and  he  marvelled  at  the  wisdom 
displayed  unnoticed  by  the  elder  prince,  while  the 
father  devoted  himself  anxiously  to  coaxing  the  younger 
into  a  better  temper. 

"  Not  so  was  Harun  himself  taught  of  my  father," 
thought  Jaafar.  "  He  spoilcth  the  boy's  chances  of  be 
coming  the  strong  ruler  of  men  which  the  father  hath 
been.  Ah,  well !  Time  will  decide  the  strength  of  the 
two." 

Day  after  day  passed  with  monotonous  slowness.  Each 
morning  the  same  sun  rose  in  the  same  cloudless  sky  and 
witnessed  the  same  rites  and  ceremonies  in  which  the  en 
tire  train  of  pilgrims  took  part.  The  cool  of  every  even 
ing  found  them  a  little  nearer  the  sacred  goal,  until  at 
last  the  walls  and  turrets  of  the  Prophet's  city  shone  upon 
the  horizon,  and  the  vast  multitude  to  which  the  khalifs 
following  had  grown  encamped  outside  the  city  walls. 

It  was  a  quiet  and  orderly  throng  always.  The  great 
number  of  Jianifs,  ragged  and  unkempt,  crouched  silently 
in  the  shadow  beyond  the  camp-fires  in  the  cold  of  the 
desert  night,  or  ravenously  swallowed  their  food  as  it  was 
distributed  to  them  after  a  prescribed  fast.  There  were 
no  petty  brawls,  for  all  were  occupied  with  one  mind 
in  religious  observance,  and  also,  the  Koran  especially 
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forbade  all  dissensions  during  a  pilgrimage,  in  addition 
to  its  general  command,  "  Let  there  be  no  violence  in 
religion." 

This  night  in  particular  there  was  an  unusual  hush  over 
the  camp.  All  were  preparing  for  the  morrow's  ceremonies 
with  fasting  and  prayer.  The  fires  burned  regularly,  and 
the  red  glare  of  their  flames  mingled  strangely  with  the 
silent  whiteness  of  the  moonlight  which  lay  over  all  the 
land — man's  restless,  shadowed  striving  and  heaven's  stead 
fast,  silent  forbearance. 

Harun  sat  in  the  door  of  his  tent,  wearied  and  pale  from 
a  long  fast.  Mamun  and  Amin  conversed  in  low  tones 
before  a  neighbouring  fire.  A  knot  of  officers  at  one  side 
looked  at  them  as  they  stood  contrasted  side  by  side  in 
the  light. 

"  'Twill  be  a  fair  day  when  he  reigneth  over  us,  the 
merry  young  prince!"  murmured  one.  "He  hath  the 
tender  heart  of  a  woman  in  the  courageous  breast  of  a 
man.  The  soldiers  love  him  to-day  as  they  never  loved 
his  father.  Harun  hath  their  royal  admiration,  but  Mamun 
his  son  hath  their  love."  The  other  shook  his  head. 

"  And  yet  this  journey  hath  been  taken  to  deprive  the 
heir  of  his  birthright,  in  the  name  of  religion !  " 

"Who  can  tell  ?  Allah  doth  not  always  carry  out  the 
designs  which  men  make  for  Him  !  " 

At  this  instant  a  figure  rose  as  if  out  of  the  sand  itself, 
between  them  and  the  three  members  of  the  royal  family. 
It  was  one  of  the  lianifs.  He  stood  with  his  bare  arms 
raised,  the  firelight  throwing  long  and  ghostly  shadows 
across  him  and  the  moonlight  playing  fantastic  tricks  with 
the  string  of  gourds  about  his  waist.  Harun  leaned  for 
ward  and  regarded  him  with  interest,  and  the  princes  with 
curious  awe.  It  was  no  rare  thing  for  a  half-starved,  over 
wrought  penitent  to  proclaim  his  visions  in  this  manner, 
receiving  respectful  attention  from  all  who  heard  him. 

"  A  vision  hath  been  granted  unto  me  !  "  he  cried  in  a 
loud  voice.  "  I  see  a  mighty  throng  and  hear  the  clash 
of  steel  in  battle.  I  see — Yea,  I  see  the  two  young  men 
opposing  each  other  with  angry  mien.  And  one  falleth 
with  a  spear-thrust  in  his  heart  and  the  other  bendeth 
above  him  and  looketh  long  into  his  dead  face."  He 
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paused  for  an  instant  and  then  continued,  his  voice  rising 
almost  to  a  shriek, 

"  And  the  face  of  the  dead  man,  with  its  bloody  lips  and 
staring  eyes,  is  the  face  of  Amin  the  Prince  !"  He  fell 
to  the  ground  with  foaming  mouth  and  a  murmur  of  horror 
ran  through  the  group  of  his  hearers.  Amin  drew  away 
from  his  brother  with  an  oath  of  terror  and  Harun  sank 
back  upon  his  cushions  speechless.  Only  Mamun  seemed 
to  retain  his  self-control.  He  laughed  with  the  amused 
frankness  of  entire  innocence  and  sprang  to  his  father's 
side. 

"  If  my  brother  Amin  dieth  not  save  by  my  hand,"  he 
cried,  with  such  sincere  affection  in  his  voice  that  the 
colour  returned  to  Harun's  lips  at  the  sound,  "  he  will  not 
need  to  drink  of  the  fountain  of  eternal  youth  !  Am  I  not 
to-morrow  about  to  give  a  lasting  pledge  of  my  love  and 
fidelity?  " 

The  camp  breathed  again  as  Harun  smiled  upon  his 
unloved  son  and  the  dervish  was  hustled  out  of  sight  by 
his  friends.  The  prophecy  itself  soon  passed  lightly  from 
even  the  mind  of  the  Prince  Mamun,  nor  did  it  again  re 
turn  to  his  memory  until  long  afterwards  when,  driven 
from  his  throne,  persecuted  beyond  the  bounds  of  endur 
ance,  and  forced  to  fight  for  his  very  life,  his  faithful  fol 
lowers  brought  into  his  presence  from  the  field  of  battle 
a  burden  which  they  bore  reverently  upon  their  crossed 
lances,  and  uncovering  it  he  gazed  into  the  staring  eyes 
of  his  dead  brother,  the  Prince  Amin,  son  of  Harun  the 
Khalif  and  of  Zobeide  his  wife. 

The  ceremonials  which  attend  the  visit  of  pilgrims  to 
the  Holy  City  of  Mekka  to-day  differ  but  little  in  form 
from  those  of  the  days  of  the  greatest  khalif  of  the 
Abbas  family. 

The  legends  are  many  concerning  the  origin  of  the  black 
stone  which,  set  in  silver,  is  imbedded  in  the  south-east 
corner  of  the  Kaaba  itself,  but  the  version  of  its  origin 
accepted  of  Islam  is  that  it  is  coeval  with  the  world,  and 
was  one  of  the  precious  stones  of  Paradise  which  fell  from 
heaven  to  become  the  corner-stone  of  the  place  of  worship 
of  the  First  Man.  The  Kaaba  stands  in  the  centre  of  the 
city  and  is  covered  with  a  cloth  of  black  damask,  embroi- 
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dered  with  a  band  of  gold.  This  covering  is  renewed 
every  year.  To  the  north  of  the  Kaaba  is  the  white  stone 
sepulchre  of  Ismael,  the  traditional  father  and  progenitor 
of  the  Arab  races. 

These  buildings  are  enclosed  by  a  square  colonnade, 
covered  with  small  domes  and  cupolas,  while  from  the 
four  corners  arise  minarets  with  double  galleries  adorned 
with  gilded  spires.  Lamps,  kept  constantly  lighted  at 
night,  hang  between  the  pillars. 

One  week  in  every  six  the  Kaaba  is  opened  to  worship 
pers  for  three  days.  On  the  first  and  second  the  men  and 
women  offer  their  prayers  separately  ;  upon  the  third  the 
Sherifoi  Mekka  with  illustrious  strangers  and  such  chiefs 
of  tribes  as  are  present  in  the  city,  sweep  and  wash  the 
temple,  while  fanatics  eagerly  drink  the  water  of  the  wash 
ings.  No  unbeliever,  so  far  as  known,  has  ever  gained  an 
entrance  to  the  Holy  City,  much  less  to  the  temple  itself. 

The  crowds  of  all  nations  thus  thrown  together  for 
three  days  are  allowed  to  trade  freely  with  each  other,  and 
the  moments  not  spent  in  religious  rites  are  passed  in  bar 
gaining  and  exchange.  About  the  Kaaba  itself  was  a 
great  throng  of  hanifs,  cayims  or  attendants,  the  sheiks 
or  ordinary  preachers,  the  imams  who  consecrate  burial, 
circumcision  and  marriage,  the  mazeems  or  criers,  and  the 
khatibs  or  readers. 

Water  was  distributed  daily  among  the  pilgrims  to  the 
amount  of  the  loads  of  two  thousand  camels,  before  Zo- 
beide  brought  the  supply  into  the  city  itself. 

Upon  the  fourth  day  of  Harun's  pilgrimage,  when  he 
had  religiously  complied  with  every  demand  of  his  relig 
ion,  he  sat  upon  his  horse  at  the  head  of  a  great  multi 
tude  before  the  doors  of  the  Kaaba. 

The  two  princes,  also  mounted,  sat  beside  him,  and 
Jaafar,  immediately  behind,  was  struck  by  the  beauty  of 
the  picture,  the  rich  dress  of  the  riders,  the  gay  caparisons 
of  the  horses  and  the  kingly  bearings  of  father  and  sons. 
Usually  Mamun  was  so  simple  in  his  dress  and  manner 
that  he  might  have  passed  for  the  son  of  some  petty 
noble,  while  Amin,  though  shorter  of  stature  than  his 
brother,  carried  himself  with  an  excess  of  dignity,  to 
remind  beholders  that  he  alone  was  descended  on  both 
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sides  without  blot  or  blemish  in  the  line  of  kings  from 
the  great  Al  Mansour. 

But  at  this  moment  both  had  risen  out  of  self  to  the 
higher  demands  of  the  occasion,  and  both  showed  them 
selves  worthy  sons  of  a  kingly  father  as  they  sat  their 
horses  before  the  doors  of  the  sacred  edifice  amid  the 
shouts  and  acclamations  of  the  multitude.  It  did  not 
occur  to  the  latter  that  they  had  any  voice  in  this  pro 
jected  change  of  rulers.  They  loved  the  true  heir,  Mamun, 
and  disliked  the  usurper,  Amin,  but  the  king  desired  it. 
Allah  il  Allah  !  What  would  be,  would  be.  What  was,  was 
right.  Therefore  they  cheered,  as  was  also  the  king's  will, 
and  drowned  the  voice  of  the  sacred  Imam  who  stood 
facing  them  to  read  the  document  by  which  Mamun  the 
heir  signed  away  the  half  of  his  kingdom  to  his  brother. 

The  people  became  silent  however  when,  the  reading 
finished,  Harun  extended  his  hands  with  a  gesture  of  in 
finite  dignity — one  to  either  son.  Bending  reverently,  the 
two  sons  kissed  their  father's  hands,  and  in  the  intense 
stillness  following  this  ratification — and  there  is  no  still 
ness  so  intense  as  the  silence  of  a  great  multitude — the 
Imam  turned  to  affix  the  parchment  to  the  door  of  the 
Kaaba. 

He  was  an  aged  man  and  his  life  had  been  spent  in  the 
service  of  the  sacred  building.  His  memory  reached  back 
to  the  grandfather  of  the  reigning  king  and  the  great 
grandfather  of  the  two  princes.  It  was  for  this  reason 
that  he  had  been  chosen  for  this  duty,  and  it  was  this  per- 
haps  which  gave  significance  to  the  incident  that  followed. 
As  he  turned  his  foot  slipped  upon  some  unseen  obstacle 
and,  throwing  out  both  hands  instinctively  to  save  a  fall, 
the  parchment  escaped  from  his  grasp  and  fluttered  to  the 
ground.  It  was  all  past  in  an  instant.  Several  cayims 
sprang  to  his  aid,  the  document  was  caught  up  and  fast 
ened  to  the  door  in  plain  sight  of  the  people  ;  but  with 
the  swiftness  of  a  breath  the  occurrence  had  passed  to  the 
utmost  limits  of  the  immense  circle  of  that  omen-fearing 
people,  and  the  hollow  murmur  that  arose  was  but  the 
echo  of  the  groan  in  the  heart  of  Harun  the  King. 

The  princes  saw  nothing  of  the  circumstance.  Their 
eyes  had  been  upon  the  sea  of  witnesses  and,  hearing  a 
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strange  sound  beside  them,  they  turned  simultaneously 
toward  their  father. 

"  The  King  is  ill !  "  they  cried,  and  Jaafar  urged  his 
horse  forward  and  threw  an  arm  around  the  swaying 
.figure.  At  the  touch  Harun  recovered  himself  and  forced 
his  body  upright. 

"  Is  it  ended?  "  he  asked  thickly.     "  Let  us  retire." 

At  the  door  of  his  tent  he  sat  still  upon  his  horse  and 
dismissed  his  sons.  He  watched  them  ride  from  sight  and 
then  looked  helplessly  about  him.  Jaafar  had  dismounted 
and  stood  respectfully  waiting,  the  eunuch  Masrur  and 
the  page  Yasir  stood  near.  A  deadly  pallor  spread  sud 
denly  over  Harun's  face,  blue  under  the  brown  of  the  sun. 
Masrur  and  Yasir  sprang  forward  in  consternation,  but  he 
waved  them  back. 

"Jaafar!"  he  cried  helplessly,  almost  pitifully.  The 
man  who  had  vanquished  the  greater  part  of  the  known 
world  was  being  vanquished  now  by  pain — pain,  which  he 
had  inflicted  without  thought  or  pity  upon  others.  Now 
in  its  clutches  he  turned  for  aid  to  the  one  friend  who 
changed  under  no  stress,  no  wrong,  no  neglect. 

"  Jaafar!" 

Jaafar  caught  the  falling  form  and  bearing  it  into  the 
tent,  laid  it  down  carefully  upon  the  pile  of  soft  cushions. 
He  held  water  to  the  white  lips  and  in  a  few  moments  the 
khalif's  eyes  opened.  He  looked,  bewildered,  into  the 
faces  bending  over  him  and  then  intelligence  resumed  her 
throne. 

"  Leave  me,"  he  commanded  the  eunuch  and  page  ; 
"  and  thy  heads  shall  pay  for  it  if  a  whisper  of  this  reach 
the  ears  of  the  young  princes,  my  sons  !  "  When  he  was 
alone  he  turned  again  to  Jaafar. 

"  Come  hither  !  " 

Jaafar  approached  and  bent  over  him.  Tears  of  pity 
stood  in  his  eyes.  His  heart  was  bursting  with  a  swelling 
tide  of  anguished  love.  Every  slight,  every  wrong  was 
forgotten  !  Harun  looked  deeply,  almost  fiercely,  into 
his  eyes. 

"  Jaafar,"  he  said,  "  as  a  dying  man  I  askthee,  therefore 
answer  truly — hast  thou  betrayed  me  ?  " 

"  Never,  Harun,  as  Allah  hcareth  me  !  " 
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"  Swear  it !" 

"By  Allah  and  by  Mohammed  His  Prophet!  By  the 
sacred  oath  which  a  follower  of  the  Prophet  may  not  use 
falsely,  save  he  dwell  thereafter  in  burning  torment  for 
ever — I  swear  that  I  have  never  betrayed  thee  and  that  I 
have  guarded  thine  honour  as  mine  own  !  " 

The  words  were  proof  enough,  for  a  Moslem  would 
suffer  death  before  he  would  take  that  awful  oath  upon 
his  lips  to  prove  a  lie  ;  but  the  manner  was  more.  None 
could  look  into  those  loving,  sorrowing,  truthful  eyes  and 
doubt.  Harun  did  not.  With  a  sigh  of  infinite  relief  he 
held  out  his  hand. 

"  My  friend  !  "  he  said.  "  Who  but  thee  would  forgive 
me  my  suspicions  ?  None  can  know  the  torturing  power 
of  jealousy  who  hath  not  harboured  her  in  his  breast  !  " 
He  unwound  the  silk  sash  about  his  waist,  drew  away  his 
garments,  stiff  with  the  richest  jewels  of  his  kingdom,  and 
displayed  silently  a  white  swelling  low  upon  his  side. 

"  It  holdeth  death  within  it,"  he  said  simply. 

"  Nay,  nay  !  "  cried  Jaafar,  aghast.  "  It  cannot — shall 
not — be  !  We  will  call  the  physicians  and  the  wise  men 
and  if  they  fail  to  cure  it,  we  will  call  Geber."  He  wrung 
his  hands  in  helpless  despair. 

"  Geber  himself  hath  said  it,"  returned  Harun  quietly. 
"There  is  no  hope,  no  cure;  but  there  will  be  yet  a  little 
time.  This  will  pass — is  passing  now.  Already  the  pain 
is  less  deadly  and  my  strength  returneth.  If  thou  wilt 
leave  me  now,  Sleep  will  take  me  in  her  arms.  Jaafar!" 
Jaafar  turned  back  at  the  tent  door.  Harun  took  his  hand 
in  a  close  grasp,  and,  drawing  his  face  down,  kissed  him 
gravely,  tenderly,  as  he  had  not  done  since  they  were 
young  men  together.  Hot  stinging  tears  burned  through 
their  unaccustomed  channel  to  Jaafar's  eyes  and  a  sob 
tore  with  strangling  talons  at  his  throat. 

"  Harun — friend  of  my  life — I  would  die  for  thcc !  "  he 
said  brokenly. 

"  Thou  forgivest  that  I  doubted  thee  ?  Tell  me  once 
more  that  naught  but  love  lingereth  between  us  twain  and 
I  will  fall  asleep  with  thy  words  sounding  in  mine  ears." 

"There  can  be  no  such  word  as  '  forgive"  between  us, 
Harun  my  King !  Thy  love  is  my  life,  and  when  thou 
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requirest  of  me  that  life,  it  is  thine  for  the  asking,  as  it 
hath  ever  been." 

The  king  appeared  at  evening  among  his  people  and  in 
his  usual  health.  Jaafar  rode  beside  him  and  the  cour 
tiers,  those  barometers  of  royal  weather,  noted  that  the 
favourite  seemed  to  have  regained  his  position,  and  that 
the  khalif,  as  of  old,  was  not  satisfied  unless  the  Barmek 
spent  every  waking  hour  within  his  sight. 

He  even  caused  another  pile  of  skins  and  cushions  to 
be  laid  beside  his  own  in  the  royal  tent  that,  if  he  but  awoke 
in  the  night,  his  outstretched  hand  would  touch  the  sleep 
ing  body  of  his  friend. 

There  is  something  less  laughable  than  pitiful  in  this 
striving  of  a  soul  for  companionship.  Strong  far  beyond 
the  strength  of  most  characters,  his  whole  life  was  yet 
filled  with  a  weak  need  for  sympathy.  A  loneliness  of 
soul  dogged  and  bound  his  footsteps  like  a  dreaiy,  unlaid 
ghost.  He  saw  its  grinning  skull  behind  the  smiles  of  his 
trusted  friends,  he  felt  the  chill  of  its  presence  in  the 
warm  sunshine  of  his  children's  embrace,  he  breathed  the 
grave-mould  in  its  breath  in  the  perfume  of  his  wife's  hair. 

He  did  not  know  that  this  is  the  bitter  heritage  of  all 
the  sons  of  men  who  have  eaten  ever  so  slightly  of  the 
tree  of  conscious  knowledge.  He  did  not  know  that  the 
deepest  friendship,  the  greatest  love,  the  closest  union 
that  earth  admits  between  two  souls  owns  ever  somewhere 
hovering,  perhaps  out  of  sight,  yet  ever  within  conscious 
ness,  a  ghost  of  unsatisfied  longing,  so  that,  like  children 
in  the  dark,  we  draw  closer  to  the  warm,  human  light  on 
the  hearthstone  and  turn  our  backs  upon  the  flickering 
shadows  which  people  the  unlighted  corners  with  mystery. 

He  had  not  learned  the  philosophy  which  accepts,  when 
the  necessity  is  apparent,  the  unexplainable  and  unbe 
lievable,  when  to  question  means  madness.  He  had 
learned  none  of  these  things.  Was  he  not  the  king,  to 
whom  all  things  had  been  made  possible  during  his  entire 
life  ?  Therefore  he  clung  to  the  hand  of  his  friend  whose 
soul  was  nearest  akin  to  his  own  and  shut  his  eyes  reso 
lutely  to  the  beckoning  finger  of  the  ghost,  Solitude. 

The  next  morning,  in  Jaafar's  absence,  Masrur  presented 
himself  to  the  khalif. 
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"  I  have  finished  the  search  to  which  thou  didst  appoint 
me,  Anointed  of  Allah,"  he  said. 

"The  search?"  asked  Harun  absently.  In  his  renewed 
joy  in  his  friend  he  had  forgotten  why  he  had  come  to 
Mekka. 

"  The  child  hath  indeed  been  here,"  continued  the 
eunuch,  puzzled  at  the  sudden  lack  of  interest  in  what 
had  been  so  hotly  pursued  but  the  day  before.  "  But  it 
hath  been  secretly  removed  to  Mosul.  What  is  thy  will 
regarding  those  who  harboured  the  child  ?  They  lie  bound 
without  the  door." 

"  Loose  them  and  let  them  go  !  "  commanded  Harun,  rous 
ing  himself.  The  eunuch  stared  at  him  in  bewilderment. 

"  Am  I  not  to  be  obeyed  by  mine  own  slaves  ? "  de 
manded  Harun,  angrily ;  and  Masrur  vanished  hurriedly 
to  carry  out  the  command.  Harun  smiled  to  himself. 

"  What  care  I  for  the  child  !  "  he  thought.  "  On  the 
day  when  I  again  hold  Zobeide  in  these  arms,  I  will  ratify 
the  marriage  and  give  them  leave  to  send  for  the  child. 
By  the  breath  of  the  Prophet !  I  could  forgive  my  worst 
enemy  to-day  his  worst  crime  against  me  !  Verily,  I  love 
all  men  and  hate  none.  I  will  even  consider  whether  I 
may  not  find  a  path  to  peace  with  Oleija  and  her  rebel 
husband.  She  is  a  brave  maid,  when  all  is  said !" 

The  return  journey  was  accomplished  with  even  less 
of  event  than  marked  the  going.  Harun  was  in  the  gay 
est  of  spirits  and  Jaafar  almost  forgot  his  sorrow  for  his 
friend  in  his  joy  at  his  recovered  trust.  Prayers  had  been 
said  at  sundown  when  they  entered  the  great  gate  of  the 
city.  The  watchers  on  the  wall  had  cried  their  coming 
and  the  streets  were  lined  with  a  welcoming  throng  as 
they  rode  toward  the  palace.  Harun  turned  and  laid  his 
hand  upon  Jaafar's.  His  eyes  were  filled  with  a  deep  joy. 
He  was  going  to  his  love,  a  love  unclouded  by  the  sus 
picion  which  had  shadowed  his  sky  for  so  long. 

"  To-night  we  will  feast !  "  he  said.  "  Come  to  me  when 
thou  art  clad  and  rested  from  thy  journey." 

Jaafar  smiled,  and,  stooping,  kissed  the  khalif's  hand. 

"  Nay,  nay !  Not  my  hand — my  cheek  !  "  cried  Harun. 
And  before  the  eyes  of  the  people  the  Barmek  kissed, 
reverently  and  tenderly,  the  king's  face. 
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Harun  pressed  toward  the  palace  with  but  scant  regard 
for  the  safety  of  the  people  who  crowded  to  welcome 
him.  It  seemed  to  him  that  the  way  had  never  been  so 
long.  Even  in  the  strength  of  his  young  man  s  passion, 
the  desire  to  look  upon  the  face  of  the  woman  he  loved 
had  never  been  so  great  as  at  this  moment  in  which  a  lost 
treasure  hr.d  been  returned  to  him.  He  distanced  even 
his  labouring  attendants  and  strode  unannounced  into  the 
palace,  deserted  by  its  crowds  of  servants  who  had  gone 
to  do  him  honour  in  welcoming  him. 

He  was  irritated,  because  it  might  delay  his  robing.  He 
paused  at  the  threshold  of  his  apartments.  Almost  he 
was  tempted  to  hasten  to  her  as  he  was.  But  no — he 
would  do  her  honour  even  in  his  dress.  He  entered  the 
room,  but  stopped  abruptly  as  a  figure  stepped  forward 
into  the  dim  light  of  the  windows.  They  stood  thus 
facing  each  other  for  an  instant.  Harun  noticed  that  the 
intruder  made  no  motion  toward  prostrating  himself,  and 
instinctively  his  hand  sought  his  sword.  Then  a  deep 
voice  spoke. 

"  It  is  I,  Geber  the  Astrologer."  Harun  was  moved  to 
the  anger  of  relief. 

"  Then  why  dost  thou  await  me  in  the  dark,  like  a  thief 
or  an  assassin  ?  "  he  demanded.  "  I  cannot  listen  to  thee 
now,  whatever  thy  plaint."  At  this  point  the  breathless 
servants  entered  with  lights.  He  cut  short  their  apologies 
and  waved  them  out,  for  Geber  made  no  movement  to 
withdraw. 

"  Come  to  me  to-morrow  and  I  will  hear  thec,"  he  con 
tinued,  impatiently.  "  Now  I  am  in  haste  to  attend  to 
other  business;  therefore  retire,  without  a  second  bidding !  " 

Few  would  have  cared  to  tax  the  khalifs  patience 
further,  but  Geber  only  moved  toward  a  table  which  stood 
between  him  and  the  King,  and  laid  upon  it  a  ring. 
Harun  caught  its  golden  glitter  and  lifted  it. 

"  'Twere  better  thou  shouldst  hear  me  here,"  Geber 
said  quietly.  Harun  turned  to  the  waiting  chamberlain 
and  motioned  him  from  the  room.  Something  cold 
struck  with  a  deadly  chill  into  his  heart. 

"  If  thou  comest  from  the  queen,"  he  said  hoarsely, 
"  I  will  hear  thee." 


CHAPTER  XXIX 

Ha,  what  avails  death  to  erase 

His  offence,  my  disgrace  ? 

I  would  we  were  boys  as  of  old 

In  the  field,  by  the  fold  ; 

I  stand  here  now.     He  lies  in  his  place ; 

Cover  the  face  1 — BROWNING. 

WHEN  Harun  the  King  rode  out  of  the  gate  of  the 
City  of  Peace  toward  Mekka,  Geber  the  Astrologer  turned 
his  attention  to  his  experiments  in  the  laboratory,  and 
here  he  now  worked  early  and  late,  with  the  aid  of  the 
boy  Aba,  who  had  quickly  learned  to  replace  the  slave 
Gulnare.  Since  Harun's  absence  rendered  the  immediate 
consummation  of  his  revenge  impossible,  he  put  it  from 
his  thoughts  and  concentrated  himself  upon  his  work. 
Here,  too,  in  this  greater  centre  of  wealth  and  develop 
ment,  he  was  able  to  procure  many  necessary  ingredients 
for  his  compounds  which  were  scarce  or  entirely  unobtain 
able  in  Tarsus. 

History  gives  us  but  vague  and  uncertain  glimpses  of 
this  strange  man.  He  was  the  first  to  turn  boldly  from 
the  beaten  path  of  licenced  ignorance  and  plunge  into  the 
unbroken  forest  of  the  real  sciences,  beating  out  new 
tracks,  though  with  difficulty  and  infinite  patience,  through 
the  impenetrable  and  poisonous  undergrowth,  for  the 
benefit  of  those  who  should  come  after  him.  His  mind 
was  marvellous  for  the  clearness  with  which  he  perceived 
a  truth,  and  for  the  variety  and  complexity  of  the  truths 
which  he  perceived.  He  was  the  father  of  true  medicine, 
and  the  first  to  conceive  of  the  principles  of  homoeopathy, 
as  he  was  the  first  to  discover  the  affinity  of  bodies  and 
the  existence  of  undiscovered  elements.  One  only  of  the 
many  discoveries  with  which  history  credits  this  man, 
would  be  fame  to-day.  He  seemed  to  breathe  another  air 
than  the  atmosphere  of  his  time,  poisoned  by  error  and 
chohcd  by  narrow  unbelief ;  yet  in  one  thing  he  fell  under 
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the  influence  of  popular  superstition,  the  belief  in  the 
possible  existence  of  a  transmuting  substance  which 
should  alter  and  better  the  standards  of  the  world.  To 
perfect  this  talisman  was  the  true  aim  of  his  whole  life, 
and,  as  often  happens,  the  lasting  good  which  he  really 
accomplished  was  only  a  side-issue  from  the  main  inspira 
tion,  though  the  lesser  good  has  survived  long  after  the 
greater  aim  has  faded  to  a  myth.  The  price-marks  placed 
by  our  own  hands  upon  the  goods  with  which  we  load  our 
shelves,  must  sometimes  read  strangely  and  with  a  ludi 
crous  ignorance  of  true  values  to  the  great  Appraiser's  eyes. 

Geber's  studies  of  the  stars  had  warned  him  of  the 
approach  of  an  eclipse  of  the  moon,  and  with  it  a  rare 
conjunction  of  the  stars  direct  in  influence  upon  chemical 
affiliations.  Not  before,  in  more  than  a  thousand  years, 
had  such  a  favourable  union  of  the  heavenly  bodies  oc 
curred,  and  he  seized  upon  the  opportunity  as  a  direct  inti 
mation  of  approval  from  Allah  Himself.  He  scarcely  slept 
or  ate  during  the  preliminary  stages  of  his  experiment, 
and  now  that  the  supreme  moment  had  arrived,  he 
thought  no  longer  of  any  other  earthly  influence.  For 
this  one  hour  he  had  forgotten  even  his  vengeance. 

He  paced  nervously  back  and  forth  across  the  room,  as 
was  his  manner  when  excited  or  in  suspense,  awaiting  the 
auspicious  moment  foretold  by  the  stars.  The  boy  Aba 
crouched  in  a  corner,  his  eyes  following  his  master's  move 
ments  with  a  sympathetic  intuition.  Through  the  open 
door  the  great  lamp  in  the  farther  room  glowed  like  a 
softer  sun.  Geber  suddenly  broke  the  silence. 

"  Therefore,"  he  said,  continuing  a  train  of  thought 
aloud,  "  I  hold  that  water  itself  is  nearest  the  soul  of 
Nature,  and  is  the  one  and  only  element.  Its  component 
parts  we  shall  learn  to  distinguish  and  recognise  in  time. 
The  day  will  come —  He  continued  his  prophecy  in 
his  own  thoughts.  The  boy  looked  at  the  water-clock ; 
it  indicated  midnight.  Geber  followed  his  glance,  and 
shook  his  head. 

"  Not  yet,  though  the  hour  indeed  draweth  nigh.  Dost 
think  I  may  have  neglected  or  forgotten  aught,  Aba  ?  "  he 
asked  in  a  sudden  panic  of  anxiety.  "  Not  again  will 
such  an  opportunity  be  granted  me — no,  nor  to  mankind, 
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for  these  thousand  years  to  come.  And  if  because  of 
some  unconsidercd  trifle  I  should  fail  !  Yet  I  have 
formed  the  transmuting  substance  with  such  care  and 
perfectness  as  I  have  never  before  achieved.  The  spirit 
of  wine,  the  pure  mercury,  revived  from  cinnabar,  the  salt 
and  distilled  vinegar — all  were  in  perfection,  as  was  also 
the  result,  the  sublimed  mercury,  which,  in  its  powdered 
form,  I  have  named  kalomel — and  with  which  I  saved  thy 
life,  boy.  dost  remember?" 

"Truly  I  remember,  Master!  "  murmured  the  boy. 

"  For  seventy-four  hours,"  continued  Geber,  his  eyes 
upon  the  clock,  stopping  occasionally  to  cast  an  anxious 
glance  upon  the  heavens  or  to  examine  the  state  of  the 
fire  burning  in  the  brazier;  "  for  seventy-four  hours  this 
result  was  exposed  to  the  required  heat,  hermetically 
sealed  and  agitated  gently  by  mine  own  hand  several 
times  a  day,  as  hath  been  directed.  Then,  distilled  and 
sublimed,  I  have  added  to  its  three  parts  one  part  of  anti 
mony  and  one  of  purest  gold,  and  here — here  is  the  talis 
man  which  should  change  at  a  touch  this  cauldron  of  base 
metal  into  shining  gold  !  Draw  near  boy,  and  look  ! 

"  There  is  something  in  the  heavens  which  I  can  feel, 
but  cannot  fathom,"  he  muttered  again.  "  Some  strange 
influence  radiateth  from  the  stars,  yet  my  star,  my  Virgo, 
shineth  in  undimmed  brilliancy.  The  ancients  tell  us  that 
faith,  once  banished  from  the  earth,  took  up  her  abode 
in  Virgo.  To-night  I  believe  it,  for  in  her  liveth  all  my 
faith  and  all  my  hope.  Think,  lad,  what  will  open  to  the 
powers  of  man  if  I  have  found  the  key  !  The  poorest  may 
become  rich  and  the  ignorant  may  become  wise.  The  miser 
will  cease  to  coin  his  soul  bit  by  bit  into  the  precious  metal 
when  all  may  possess  it  for  the  asking.  Golden  is  the  gate 
which  shuttetn  out  the  yearning  soul  from  pleasure  and 
true  enjoyment,  from  health  and  comfort  and  wisdom  and  all 
else  that  by  its  presence  in  the  human  scheme  might  solve 
the  mystery  of  our  suffering  existence.  Golden  is  the 
magic  key  with  which  I  shall  turn  back  the  bolts  and  open 
the  closed  gate  into  the  Garden  of  the  World  !  May 
Allah  hear  and  prosper  me  !  Come  !  The  hour  draweth 
near;  let  us  prepare." 

The  fire  was  forced  to  a  fierce  heat.     In  the  crucible 


GEBER  433 

the  bit  of  iron,  shining  with  an  oily  light,  gradually  lost 
its  solid  form  and  ran  down  into  a  little  liquid  plain  at  the 
bottom.  Geber  stood  over  it  with  gleaming  eyes.  His 
hands  shook  and  his  breath  came  in  heavy  gasps. 

"  If  my  skill  were  but  great  enough  to  enable  me  to 
foretell  mine  own  success  or  failure  !"  he  muttered.  The 
boy  pressed  forward  and  stood  beside  him,  his  face  as 
white  as  his  master's.  As  Geber  spoke  the  clock  struck 
the  hour  upon  its  silver  bells.  He  glanced  hurriedly  at 
the  sky.  A  silver  mist  seemed  spreading  over  the  moon  ; 
the  purple  vault  looked  cold  and  forbidding  and  without 
limit.  Geber  shivered. 

"  Yet  it  is  the  hour !  "  he  reassured  himself  and  steadied 
all  his  forces  for  the  significant  moment.  The  sweat 
dropped  from  his  face,  but  his  hand  was  steady  as  steel  as 
he  held  the  Philosopher's  Stone  motionless  for  an  instant 
above  the  crucible.  Then  he  closed  his  eyes,  unable  to 
endure  the  strain,  and  dropped  it  softly  down  into  the 
heart  of  the  molten  mass  beneath. 

Moment  after  moment  of  silence  followed  in  an  agony 
of  suspense,  yet  he  could  not  force  himself  to  open  his 
eyes  and  learn  the  outcome  of  the  experiment. 

"  Hath  it  succeeded,  Aba  ?  "  he  cried  at  last,  his  voice 
little  more  than  a  whisper.  "  It  should  by  now  be  a  mass 
of  yellow  gold,  all  pure,  all  bright,  shining  with  a  divine 
promise,  like  a  new  sun  in  the  heavens.  Is  it  not  so — 
speak,  boy !  " 

Still  there  was  silence,  and  Geber  began  to  tremble  as 
if  struck  suddenly  with  a  chill.  Then  a  low  sob  burst  from 
the  boy's  swelling  heart  and  at  the  sound  Geber  opened 
his  eyes  and  looked  at  him.  Aba  had  hidden  his  face  and 
was  crouched  upon  the  floor,  weeping  bitterly.  With  a 
sudden  icy  certainty  Geber  turned  his  eyes  to  the  bubbling 
brazier.  Within  it  was  only  a  dark  and  worthless  mass 
which  seemed  to  have  swallowed  in  its  maw  even  the 
brightness  of  the  transmuting  touchstone  itself. 

Geber  turned  slowly  and  walked  away  into  the  room 
beyond.  Here  his  limbs  became  inert  and  he  sank  upon 
a  pile  of  cushions,  overturning  one  of  the  little  inlaid 
tables  as  he  did  so.  His  head  sank  upon  his  breast  and 
he  closed  his  eyes  and  sat  motionless. 
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Upon  the  world  outside  the  moonlight  was  growing 
dim.  Aba  at  last  stopped  sobbing  and,  looking  out,  was 
struck  with  fear.  A  dark  disc  was  creeping  across  the 
brightness  of  the  silver  round  and  at  the  same  time  he 
heard  a  commotion  in  the  street  below,  a  crying  and  run 
ning  and  a  violent  beating  upon  pans  and  metal  vessels. 

"  The  people  are  frightening  away  the  jinnee  from  the 
moon,"  he  thought.  "The  shadow  will  soon  be  gone 
again  to  the  place  from  whence  it  came.  Yet  doth  it 
foretell  misfortune,  the  people  say." 

He  dried  his  eyes  and  listened  for  some  sound  from  his 
master.  Hearing  none,  he  at  last  crept  to  the  door  and 
looked  in.  The  trinkets  in  the  little  cabinet  which  had 
been  upon  the  table  which  Geber  had  upset  were  scattered 
about  the  floor,  where  they  lay  unnoticed.  Only  one 
had  rolled  to  his  feet  and  remained  there,  shining  in  the 
lamplight  like  an  evil  eye  of  suggestion. 

"  My  life  is  ended.  I  have  no  longer  a  future  or  an 
aim,"  he  thought. 

"  Save  vengeance,"  whispered  a  breath  within  him.  He 
started. 

"  Ay,  vengeance  !  I  had  forgotten  that,  but  I  will  for 
get  it  no  longer."  The  bauble  at  his  feet  sparkled  again 
and  he  stooped  absently  and  lifted  it.  It  was  the  ring 
which  Abassa  had  left  with  him  and  which  he  had  for 
gotten,  a  great  turquoise  carved  into  a  likeness  of  the 
queen  and  surrounded  by  brilliant  diamonds.  A  sudden 
suggestion  came  to  him  as  he  looked  at  it  and  he  secreted 
it  carefully.  "  Ay,  that  is  the  better  of  the  two  plans  !  " 
he  said  to  himself.  "  And  when  I  have  seen  him  writhe 
in  all  the  torments  of  soul  to  which  he  once  doomed  me, 
then  I  will  return  to  Tarsus  and  my  unfinished  tomb. 
My  life  is  ended ;  only  revenge  remaineth." 

Through  all  the  days  remaining  before  Harun  returned 
to  Baghdad,  Geber  worked  feverishly  and  secretly.  His 
house  was  dismantled  and  a  long  train  of  camels  under 
the  care  of  the  trusted  Al  Jubbai  carried  back  the  greater 
part  of  his  effects  over  the  wearisome  route  to  the  distant 
frontier  town  on  the  Cydnus.  Having  learned  that  Gul- 
nare  had  given  Yacuta  a  home,  one  of  his  last  acts  was 
to  send  old  Abda  to  her  former  mistress  and  nursling,  for 
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whom  she  had  mourned  and  pined  unceasingly.  In  her 
hand  she  bore  her  own  papers  of  freedom,  but  upon  learn 
ing  their  significance  she  would  have  indignantly  destroyed 
them,  had  not  Yacuta  prevented  her.  She  also  delivered 
to  Gulnare  a  sealed  letter.  Gulnare  opened  it  in  the 
solitude  of  her  chamber.  It  contained  but  a  few  words 
and  was  without  signature. 

"  I  return  to  the  solitude  from  which  Fate  dragged  me 
hither  to  become  the  instrument  of  her  vengeance.  When 
the  day  cometh  for  the  fulfilment  of  thy  vow,  I  will  ac 
quaint  thee.  To  Muhammed  will  be  sent  moneys  for  the 
support  and  care  of  Yacuta,  daughter  of  Yakoub  ibn 
Daoud." 

Gulnare  hid  the  letter  and  spoke  of  it  to  none.  When 
Harun  was  sighted  from  the  watch-towers,  Aba  with 
two  horses  waited  in  hourly  readiness  for  sudden  de 
parture  from  the  City  of  Peace,  and  Geber,  taking  ad 
vantage  of  the  accident  which  left  Harun's  private  apart 
ments  empty  and  unguarded,  slipped  quietly  within,  that 
his  face  might  be  the  first  upon  which  Harun's  eyes  should 
rest  upon  his  return  from  the  Holy  City. 

Now  he  allowed  an  instant  of  silence  to  elapse  before 
he  replied  to  Harun's  last  words.  This  was  the  moment 
for  which  he  had  hungered  through  many  years  and  he 
wished  to  keep  the  dainty  morsel  upon  his  tongue  as 
long  as  possible. 

"  I  come  not  to  deliver  a  message  from  the  Queen 
Zobeide,"  he  said  at  last  quietly  as  Harun  stood  with  the 
ring  in  his  hand,  "  but  to  return  to  thee  that  ring  and  to 
request  thy  gracious  permission  to  again  withdraw  to  my 
own  house  at  Tarsus.  I  weary  of  this  life — its  lack  of  all 
repose,  its  constant  petty  jealousy  in  the  college.  I  grow 
old  apace  and  I  have  much  yet  to  study  and  to  learn  be 
fore  my  candle  shall  flicker  out  into  eternal  darkness." 

"  But  the  ring — how  earnest  thou  by  the  ring?"  inter 
rupted  Harun,  impatiently. 

"  Didst  thou  not  give  it  to  Jaafar  the  Barmek  ?  "  asked 
Geber  in  feigned  surprise.  "  It  came  to  me — but  nay ; 
since  thou  knowest  nothing,  I  cannot  tell  thee  how  it  came 
to  me.  It  may  be  that  already  I  have  said  too  much." 
He  stopped  with  every  indication  of  embarrassment. 
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"  But  I  demand  to  know  thy  hidden  meaning !  "  cried 
Harun,  hotly.  "  I  will  know  by  what  reason  thou  dost 
connect  the  name  of  Jaafar  the  Barmek  with  the  Queen 
Zobeide's  ring ! "  The  khalif  strode  toward  the  astrol 
oger  with  a  threatening  air,  but  paused  before  him  as  he 
met  his  eye  fully.  Secretly  the  mysticism  in  his  char 
acter  had  always  a  little  feared  the  strength  of  the  spirit 
he  had  invoked  from  its  mountain  obscurity. 

"  My  reason,  oh  King,  I  cannot  give  thee,"  replied 
Geber,  calmly.  "It  is  a  little  thing,  surely!  Wouldst 
thou  have  me,  or  any  man,  believe  that  there  is  aught  un 
toward  in  the  connection  of  thy  wife's  ring  with  the  name 
of  Jaafar  the  Barmek?  If  it  fret  thee,  ask  her — or  him  ! 
Meanwhile,  wilt  thou  grant  me  permission  to  return  at 
once  to  my  home  in  Tarsus?  I  have  awaited  thy  return 
with  impatience." 

"  I  know  not  but  it  had  been  better  had  I  never  called 
thee  hence!"  Harun  regarded  him  darkly.  Gcber's  eyes 
flashed  for  a  moment. 

"  I  can  well  understand  how  such  might  be  thy  thought," 
he  retorted.  "  I  came  hither  at  much  insistence,  sacri 
ficing  comfort  and  content  at  thy  bidding  to  save  thee 
thy  wife's  life.  Doth  it  appear  to  thee  now  a  kinder 
stroke  of  Fate,  had  thy  wife  been  taken  from  thee  then— 
and  by  disease?"  He  glanced  at  the  ring  which  Harun 
still  held  in  his  hand,  and  Harun,  following  his  eyes,  was 
speechless  for  a  moment. 

"  What  meanest  thou,  evil-mouthed  slave?"  he  cried  at 
last,  striving  in  vain  to  make  his  voice  steady  and  natural. 
"  Barest  thou  to  accuse— 

"  I  accuse  none,  oh  King,"  interposed  Geber.  "  Pay  no 
heed  to  any  words  of  mine.  Ask  those  that  gossip  at 
the  street-corners;  ask  thy  friends,  or  even  thine  enemies. 
The  one  will  tell  thee  less  than  the  truth,  the  other,  more. 
Between  them  thou  canst  draw  a  happy  mean."  Harun 
writhed  under  the  lash  of  irony  and  at  the  maddening 
hints  in  Geber's  words.  Was  his  blind  infatuation, 
his  deceived  love  and  betrayed  honour  the  subject  of  jest 
by  friend  and  foe  alike?  Geber  rejoiced  secretly  at  his 
unexpected  success.  His  work  had  been  done  in  such 
secrecy  that  it  would  be  impossible  now  to  trace  to  him 
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any  of  the  infinitesimal,  yet  hourly  accruing  influences 
which  had  now  made  this  moment  possible.  If,  upon  the 
day  of  his  entry  into  Baghdad,  Geber  or  any  other  man 
had  given  to  the  khalif  the  lost  ring  of  his  wife  Zobeide, 
with  the  hint  or  the  suggestion  that  she  did  not  merit 
the  confidence  reposed  in  her  by  her  lord,  he  would  have 
been  met  with  scorn  or  amusement,  and  instant  punish 
ment.  But  in  so  many  subtle  ways,  through  so  many 
secret  channels  and  in  such  guise  of  unquestionable  truth, 
had  the  serpent  of  doubt  crept  into  his  inmost  soul  since 
that  far  day,  that  now  Geber  need  only  suggest  the  in 
tangible  doubt  in  order  to  have  the  deadly  tree  of 
poisonous  certainty  spring  to  full  growth  instantly  in  his 
hearer's  brain. 

Harun  had  aged  visibly  in  these  few  moments.  All  of 
the  renewed  youth  of  yesterday  had  vanished  and  he 
stood  before  his  enemy  an  old  and  bowed  man,  beaten 
and  dishonoured  in  the  race.  He  eyed  Geber  with  sud 
den  fury. 

"  Thou  wert  ever  mine  enemy.  How  do  I  know  that 
thou  speakest  truth?  It  may  well  be  a  design  of  thine 
to  revenge  thyself  for  the  wrong  I  once  did  thee.  I  will 
send  for  Zobeide  and  I  will  send  for  Jaafar,  and  when 
thou  art  confronted  by  them,  they  shall  show  thee  thy 
lie  in  thy  throat !  "  Geber  smiled  calmly. 

"  Thou  wilt  do  as  seemeth  to  thee  desirable,  oh  King. 
But  when  they  have  beguiled  thee  with  soft  words  here 
in  thy  presence,  see  to  it  that  they  make  not  a  mock  of 
thine  aging  wits  together  behind  thy  back ! " 

Harun  laid  his  hand  on  his  sword  and  took  a  step  to 
ward  his  tormentor.  His  pride  and  his  love  were  tortured 
almost  beyond  endurance,  but  to  his  distorted  mind  oc 
curred  a  thousand  trifles  to  instantly  confirm  the  astrol 
oger's  suggestion.  He  groaned  aloud.  Then  came  a 
saving  thought  at  which  he  grasped  eagerly,  piteously. 

"  But  the  child  !  Surely  she  had  not  aided  a  lover  who 
had  deceived  her,  to  escape  my  vengeance." 

The  king  had  been  thrown  aside,  lost  in  the  stress  of 
his  emotion  ;  he  was  a  man,  pleading  with  his  torturer  to 
release  him  from  the  rack.  Geber  tasted  all  the  sweet 
ness  of  revenge  at  this  moment.  In  the  king's  white, 
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working  features  he  saw  reflected  the  agony  of  his  own 
soul  which  this  man  had  once  caused  him.  His  own  suf 
fering  was  old  and  dulled  by  time;  his  victim's  had  just 
begun.  His  own  sorrow  was  sweetened  by  the  knowl 
edge  that  his  wife's  love  had  been  truly  and  chastely  his 
to  the  day  of  her  death.  This  man's  sorrow  should  be 
bitterness  to  the  lowest  dregs. 

"  The  child  ? "  Geber  looked  at  the  khalif  with  a 
strange  expression  of  pitying  surprise  in  his  face ;  but  he 
said  no  other  word.  Harun  stared  at  him  for  a  moment 
uncomprehending,  then  a  blood-red  mist  formed  before 
his  eyes.  He  reeled  and  put  his  hand  to  his  head  where 
a  tearing  pain  in  his  brain  was  blinding  him.  A  blank- 
ness  lay  before  him ;  earth  was  cut  off  and  hell  yawned 
at  his  tottering  feet. 

"Thou  meanest — the  child — that  too?"  he  faltered. 
"  Now  I  remember — ah  yes — I  remember  many  things  ! 
I  have  been  blind.  It  is  well  that  at  last  I  see  clearly. 
Thou  mayst  retire.  I  have  no  further  need  of  thee." 

Geber  had  been  watching  him  with  cruel  interest,  but 
after  that  first  moment  he  had  steadied  himself  with  mar 
vellous  force  of  will. 

His  face  was  still  pale  and  his  eyes  glowed  strangely,  but 
he  had  emerged  from  his  chamber  of  torture  again  a  king. 

Geber  was  perplexed.  His  plan  had  exceeded  his  ex 
pectations,  but  the  victim  refused  to  exhibit  the  pain  he 
must  surely  feel  from  a  mortal  wound.  He  must  be  suffer 
ing  as  few  can  suffer.  This  one  taste  of  the  cup  of  revenge 
had  been  sweet,  but  the  flavour  of  the  wine  had  scarcely 
met  his  lips  when  the  draught  had  been  withdrawn  by 
this  man's  self-control.  Anger  swelled  in  his  heart.  Was 
this  the  end  of  his  striving;  was  it  for  this  that  he  had 
turned  back  from  his  promise  to  Al  Fudail  and  devoted 
himself  to  torment?  If  so,  he  had  paid  a  heavy  price 
and  been  cheated  of  his  purchase.  The  taste  of  the  wine 
of  vengeance  had  turned  to  exceeding  bitterness  upon  his 
tongue.  His  eyes  burned  red  and  his  lips  lifted  from  his 
white  teeth.  Harun,  looking  up  from  an  abstraction  of 
bitter  thought,  found  him  still  in  the  room.  As  he 
caught  the  expression  upon  Geber's  face  his  cold  calm 
suddenly  became  a  volcano  of  murderous  passion.  The 
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instant  flash  of  his  blood-shot  eyes  was  scarcely  less 
deadly  of  threat  than  the  steely  flash  of  his  drawn  dagger 
as  he  seized  the  astrologer  by  the  very  throat  and  bent 
him  back  across  his  knee  in  resistless  strength.  For  an 
instant  the  meaning  of  physical  fear  came  to  Geber  with 
a  little  pang  of  surprise  and  dismay.  Was  this  indeed  to 
be  his  last  moment  ?  But  before  the  blade  descended  he 
was  violently  released  and  thrust  away  from  his  danger, 
and  Harun  had  controlled  himself  as  suddenly  and  fiercely 
as  he  had  given  way  to  his  rage. 

"  Said  1  not,  '  Leave  me ! '  And  darest  thou  still  to 
disobey  me  ?  Get  thee  gone  to  thy  mountain  lair,  cub  of 
a  she-wolf.  I  would  I  had  never  drawn  thee  hence  to 
bring  me  to  this  hour !  Never  wert  thou  nearer  death. 
Wouldst  thou  know  why  I  spared  thee,  even  after  my 
thought  had  driven  home  the  blade  into  that  devil's 
furnace  of  hate  which  thou  dost  miscall  thy  heart  ?  It 
was  because  she  once  loved  thee,  thy  wife,  the  woman 
whom  I  once  loved  so  well  that  I  risked,  perchance  lost, 
my  soul  to  possess  her.  I  felt  her  very  hand  on  mine  as 
I  have  oft  in  those  long-past  years  felt  it  in  the  flesh — 
not  in  love  or  even  anger,  but  in  gentle  pleading.  For 
the  sake  of  that  remembrance  I  spared  thee.  But  tempt 
me  no  more.  Get  thee  from  my  sight  and  let  mine  eyes 
never  rest  upon  thee  more  !  " 

He  turned  and  struck  a  gong  to  summon  his  attendants, 
and  Geber  the  Astrologer  looked  for  the  last  time  upon 
the  face  of  his  enemy  and  went  out  into  the  lonely  dark 
ness  of  his  future  life.  Almost  he  would  have  undone  the 
work  of  this  last  hour,  had  it  still  lain  in  his  power  to  do 
so.  He  had  paid  the  price  and  the  revenge  he  had  bought 
was  suddenly  worthless  to  his  soul.  His  heart  was  as 
bitter  as  the  cup  which  Harun  the  King  had  just  emptied, 
as  he  stepped  into  the  open  street,  and  stumbled  against 
a  crouching  figure  hid  in  the  shadow  of  the  palace  gate. 
He  dealt  the  obstacle  a  savage  blow  as  it  rose  to  its  feet, 
but  it  neither  complained  nor  fled,  and  the  voice  of  the 
boy  Aba  said  humbly,  "  The  horses  wait  in  the  outer 
courtyard,  Master." 

Jaafar  was  already  in  attendance  when  Harun  entered 
the  harem.  He  was  conversing  with  the  queen,  who  re- 
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clined  upon  a  divan  of  pink  satin,  the  soft  colour  lending 
a  delicate  tint  to  her  velvet  skin.  With  his  quickened 
perception  he  noticed  that  her  star-like  eyes  chilled  as 
they  fell  on  him  from  Jaafar's  face.  Jaafar  himself 
hastened  forward  with  a  joyous  welcome  as  he  saw  the 
khalif.  For  an  instant  Harun  hesitated.  In  his  heart 
and  brain  was  such  a  mad  boiling  of  murderous  intent 
that  he  almost  feared  to  trust  his  hands  within  reach  of 
the  slender,  pearl-twined  column  of  his  wife's  neck,  or  his 
dagger  within  striking  distance  of  his  favourite's  heart. 
But  the  very  strength  of  his  deadly  anger  gave  him  self- 
control  and  he  advanced  with  a  smile  of  greeting  to 
Zobeide's  couch.  He  bent  so  low  over  her  jewelled 
fingers  that  none  but  she  knew  that  he  did  not  touch 
them  with  his  lips.  Something  in  his  eyes,  as  well,  as 
they  met  hers  for  a  moment,  startled  her  vaguely.  While 
she  searched  her  mind  for  some  commonplace  he  spoke. 

"  Where  is  the  ring  I  gave  thee,  Light  of  my  Life,  upon 
the  last  journey  we  made  together  to  the  Sacred  City  ?" 

Jaafar  heard  the  question,  but  turned  away  before 
Zobeide  answered,  not  wishing  to  overhear  a  private 
conversation.  Harun  followed  his  withdrawal  with  som 
bre  eyes.  Zobeide  hesitated  in  her  answer.  If  she  told 
him  the  truth,  that  it  had  disappeared  and  had  not  been 
found  even  after  prolonged  search,  would  he  not  be  angry 
with  her,  and  think  her  indifferent  ?  She  was  anxious, 
too,  about  his  journey  to  Mekka.  Had  he  found  the 
child,  or  had  her  warning  reached  its  protectors  in  time. 
Did  Jaafar  know?  She  had  not  had  time  to  ask.  In 
her  perplexity  she  turned  her  eyes  instinctively  upon 
Jaafar's  now  distant  figure,  but  while  she  delayed  to 
answer  Harun  turned  abruptly  away  and  seemed  to  be 
listening  to  the  chant  of  the  hidden  slave. 

"  Oh  Prophet,  wage  war  against  the  unbelievers  and 
the  hypocrites  and  be  severe  unto  them  :  for  their  dwell 
ing  shall  be  hell  :  an  unhappy  journey  shall  it  be  thither." 

He  appeared  to  have  forgotten  his  question,  and  the 
queen  sank  back  upon  her  cushions  with  a  deep  sigh  of 
relief. 

The  evening  passed  in  the  gayest  and  richest  of  enter 
tainments.  Never  had  Harun  been  so  witty,  so  filled 
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with  all  admirable  inspiration  in  song  and  poetry,  so 
extravagant  in  his  devotion  to  the  queen,  so  open  in  his 
desire  to  honour  his  favourite.  He  loaded  them  both 
equally  with  jewels  and  endearments,  sang  them  songs 
and  promised  them  honours.  Even  those  accustomed  by 
the  traditions  of  many  generations  to  the  whims  of  despots, 
marvelled.  The  queen  grew  colder  as  his  ardour  became 
more  pronounced,  but  he  did  not  seem  to  note  her  cold 
ness.  The  favourite  grew  silent  in  weary  perplexity,  but 
the  khalif  did  not  seem  to  notice  his  silence. 

"  Did  I  hear  thee  say  that  thou  hadst  lost  the  ring  I 
gave  thee?"  he  asked  once  abruptly,  turning  to  Zobeide 
between  two  songs.  "  To-morrow  I  will  find  it  and  re 
turn  it  to  thee."  Again  Jaafar  and  Zobeide  looked  at 
each  other. 

"  I  thank  thee."  The  queen  spoke  coldly  for  she  wearied 
of  his  demonstrations.  Harun  looked  at  her  with  a  gleam 
in  his  eyes.  At  last  Jaafar  requested  permission  to  retire. 
He  felt  strangely  heavy  and  pleaded  the  long  journey 
of  the  day  as  a  reason  why  he  should  not  remain  to  the 
feast  which  was  being  prepared  at  Harun's  command. 
He  longed  to  be  alone  in  the  cool  and  quiet  of  his  own 
apartments,  away  from  the  heavy  odours  of  musk  and 
sandal-wood,  and  the  countless  dazzling  lights  of  the 
ambergris  tapers.  The  eyes  of  the  queen  which  met  his 
in  perplexity  whenever  he  raised  his  own,  were  like  two 
distant  stars  in  a  cloud-hung  heaven.  They  only  accented 
the  blackness  surrounding  a  lost  and  out-worn  traveller. 

"  Must  I  indeed  part  from  thee  !  "  cried  Harun  with 
affectionate  regret.  "  Yet  must  I  not  selfishly  consider 
mine  own  pleasure  before  thy  comfort.  Therefore  I  will 
submit  to  thine  absence  to-night,  that  I  may  the  earlier 
have  thy  company  again.  Nay,"  as  Jaafar  was  about 
to  make  his  adieus ;  "  I  will  at  least  give  myself  the 
pleasure  of  accompanying  thee  to  the  courtyard.  Yasir  ! 
Order  that  the  Lord  Jaafar's  horse  and  slaves  attend  their 
master.  Wait  but  a  moment,  Jaafar."  He  laid  his  hand 
upon  Jaafar's  arm  and  held  him  listening.  The  hidden 
slave  chanted  shrilly. 

"  But  Allah  will  surely  bring  to  light  that  which  ye  fear 
will  be  discovered." 
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"  A  strange  fancy  of  the  queen's,  this  constant  repeti 
tion  of  the  blessed  Koran  !  'Twould  weary  me  most 
mightily  to  hear  such  threats  strike  on  mine  ear  at  each 
hour  of  the  day — would  it  not  thee  ?  Perchance  however 
she  doth  not  listen  as  do  thou  and  I  at  this  moment !  " 

"  Even  as  thou  sayest,"  replied  Jaafar  mechanically  as 
they  moved  on  together  arm  in  arm.  An  instinct  of 
danger  began  to  stir  slightly  in  his  consciousness.  In 
wardly  he  sighed  and  promised  himself  that  to-morrow 
he  would  get  to  the  root  of  the  matter.  Harun  escorted 
the  favourite  to  the  very  stirrup  in  the  sight  of  all  men,  and 
there  bade  him  an  affectionate  farewell. 

"  Feast,  friend  of  my  heart,  and  remember  me  as  the 
wine  doth  wet  thy  lips  and  thy  slaves  smile  upon  thee ! " 
he  called  out,  waving  his  hand  in  farewell. 

But  in  spite  of  all  this  affectionate  demonstration,  Jaa 
far  sat  depressed  and  silent  before  his  untasted  food  in 
his  own  apartments.  He  thought  of  his  mother  and  the 
impulse  stirred  him  to  forgive  her  and  go  to  her,  as  had 
once  been  his  custom,  for  her  evening  blessing.  As  he 
thought  thus  he  heard  the  approach  of  a  boat  upon  the 
river  beneath  his  windows.  The  boatman  was  singing 
and  he  soon  drew  near  enough  for  Jaafar  to  hear  the 
words. 

Man  in  his  ignorance  doth  ask  the  stars 
For  gifts  of  good  or  ill, — 
Peace,  heart !     Be  still ! 
The  Lord  who  ruleth  all  the  stars 
Doth  what  He  will ! 

He  shivered  at  the  words  and  called  feverishly  for  his 
singers  and  his  poets,  but  even  his  favourites  of  song  and 
story  did  not  rouse  him  from  his  melancholy  abstraction 
until  suddenly  a  new  song  caught  his  ear. 

'  Leave  me  not ! '    The  maid  sigheth  low  to  her  lover. 

(Each  man  must  meet  death  by  night  or  by  day.) 
Who  can  know  where  the  Angel  of  Death  may  hover? 
(May  Allah  protect  thee  by  night  and  by  day  !) 

Jaafar  sprang  up  in  anger. 

"  Hast  thou  nothing  more  cheerful  for  mine  ear  than  a 
song  of  death  !  "  he  exclaimed  to  the  crestfallen  musi 
cians,  wiio  hid  their  new  song  without  delay.  At  this 
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moment  the  door  opened  to  admit  Yasir,  the  khalif's  page, 
who  bore  carefully  in  his  hands  a  salver  covered  with 
dishes.  Jaafar  looked  at  him  steadily. 

"  I  come  from  Aaron  the  Just,  Commander  of  the 
Faithful,"  began  Yasir,  presenting  his  salver.  "  He  hath 
commanded  me  that  I  bring  thee  these  in  order  that  thou 
and  he  might  both  eat  at  the  same  time  and  of  the  same 
dishes,  though  separated,  as  is  his  royal  whim." 

Jaafar's  eyes  suffused  with  grateful  tears  and  his  heart 
lightened. 

"  Say  to  the  gracious  King  that  he  hath  fed  my  soul 
as  well  as  my  body !  "  he  said  to  the  page,  happily,  and 
turned  to  his  neglected  meal  with  a  new-found  appetite. 
The  music  seemed  no  longer  without  melody  or  the  poets' 
verses  lacking  in  wit  and  wisdom.  He  called  in  his 
dancers  and  watched  their  graceful  motions  with  a  heart 
which  kept  time  to  their  light  feet.  He  had  just  thrown 
a  bracelet  enthusiastically  to  one  who  had  more  particu 
larly  won  his  favour,  when  the  door  again  opened  and 
again  the  page  Yasir  appeared. 

But  this  time  his  face  was  of  a  ghastly  whiteness,  and 
his  wild  eyes  looked  anywhere  save  upon  Jaafar's  face. 
Jaafar  rose  and  regarded  him  quietly  while  the  blood 
pressed  back  upon  his  heart  in  a  pain  of  heaviness.  At 
that  moment  the  page  of  Fate  lay  open  and  clear  before 
him.  He  read  it  so  certainly  that  it  seemed  as  if  he  had 
known  from  the  beginning  what  this  last  leaf  contained, 
even  from  his  first  glimpse  into  the  volume;  had  been 
prepared  for  this  moment  through  all  time. 

"  Hast  thou  come  for  me  at  last?  "  he  asked  slowly. 

Yasir  fell  upon  his  knees,  wringing  his  hands  in  an 
agony  of  unselfish  grief.  The  sword  he  wore  at  his  side 
clanked  noisily  upon  the  pavement.  The  throng  that 
filled  the  room  stood  silent,  uncertain,  awaiting  the  knowl 
edge  of  what  was  about  to  befall. 

"  Would  that  I  had  died  before  this  moment !  "  cried 
Yasir  at  last  in  a  choking  voice.  He  owed  many  things 
to  the  Barmeks,  but  most  of  all  to  Jaafar  himself.  His 
words  were  the  faithful  echo  of  his  heart's  grief.  A  mur 
mur  of  apprehension  ran  around  the  room,  which  was  in 
terrupted  by  the  sudden  entrance  of  the  aged  Yaheya  who 
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clung  to  the  arm  of  his  son,  Fadhl,  while  behind  them  came 
Muhammed  whose  arm  was  about  his  young  wife  Gul- 
nare.  A  frightened  page  had  burst  into  the  harem  where 
all  three  of  the  men  were  at  the  moment,  stammering  out 
so  incoherent  a  tale  that  all  had  hastened  without  order 
or  ceremony  to  Jaafar's  apartments.  Some  of  the  women 
began  to  weep  hysterically,  but  Jaafar  raised  his  hand  for 
silence. 

"  Let  us  first  hear  what  it  is  that  we  have  to  fear !  "  he 
said  calmly.  "  Speak,  Yasir,  and  tell  us  thine  errand.  It 
was  but  a  short  time  since  that  thou  didst  bring  me  the 
dishes  from  the  khalif's  own  table.  What  hath  happened 
in  so  little  a  space?"  Yasir  groaned,  and  clasped  his 
hands  about  Jaafar's  feet. 

"  Rise,  I  bid  thee  ! "  commanded  Jaafar.  "  Rise  and 
fulfil  thine  errand  as  thou  wert  commanded."  Yasir  in 
deed  rose  at  these  words,  but  his  face  was  so  ghastly  that 
Yaheya  groaned  and  turned  to  his  daughter-in-law  Gul- 
narc,  who  put  her  arms  about  the  old  man  and  whispered 
lovingly  in  his  ear. 

"  Thy  head  !  "  said  Yasir  at  last.  "  I  am  bidden  to 
bring  thy  head  to  Harun  on  the  instant,  or  lose  mine  own. 
For  the  threat  indeed  I  care  not,  for  I  would  that  I  had 
died  ere  ever  mine  ears  had  heard  the  command.  But  if 
I  obey  not,  another  will  be  found  to  execute  the  order, 
and  it  may  be,  in  another  and  less  painless  way."  The 
thought  of  torture  crept  into  all  minds  at  his  significant 
words.  The  women  shrieked  and  the  men  murmured  in 
horror. 

"  But  why — why  this  monstrous  order?"  cried  Fadhl, 
in  a  maze  of  perplexity.  "  Surely  thou  must  at  least  guess 
at  the  reason,  brother !  " 

He  was  interrupted  by  a  commotion  in  the  crowd  of 
frightened  slaves  in  the  doorway,  and  an  aged,  grey- 
haired  figure  thrust  itself  through  them.  It  was  Jaafar's 
mother,  unveiled  and  wild-eyed,  careless  of  all  the  world 
except  her  son,  whom  she  saw  now  for  the  first  time  since 
that  terrible  morning  when  he  had  rushed  from  her  pres 
ence  with  a  curse  on  his  lips.  When  she  had  forced  her 
self  directly  before  him  she  paused  and  put  the  loosened 
locks  of  hair  back  from  her  eyes  and  looked  at  him 
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piteously.  He  turned  from  her  with  an  overpowering 
bitterness. 

"  Ask  of  her !  "  he  replied  to  Fadhl.  "  It  may  be  that 
she  can  answer  thee  thy  question.  If  she  cannot,  none 
can  !  " 

Opheirah  put  out  her  hands  and  shrank  back,  as  if  from 
a  blow. 

"  Tis  true  !  Tis  true  !  "  she  moaned.  "  I  have  killed 
my  son.  Oh  Allah,  pity  me  !  "  She  would  have  fallen  to 
the  floor,  but  Jaafar  instinctively  caught  her  in  his  arms. 
The  love  of  his  childhood,  which  he  had  thought 
quenched,  rolled  back  upon  him  as  he  held  her  thus  and 
looked  into  her  grey  face,  so  changed  by  these  past 
months. 

"  Forgive  me  !  "  she  moaned  piteously.  "  At  least  say 
that  thou  forgivest  me,  or  I  die !  " 

"  I  do  forgive  thee  !  "  said  Jaafar  solemnly,  all  bitter 
ness  toward  her  dying  from  his  heart.  "  It  may  be  that 
thou  art  not  the  cause  of  Harun's  treachery  to-night ;  but 
if  thine  act  hath  caused  this  my  death,  I  do  truly  forgive 
thee."  He  bent  his  head  and  kissed  her  and  then  laid 
her  in  his  brother's  arms,  and  turned  again  to  Yasir. 

"  I  have  never  disobeyed  Harun  in  aught  that  he  hath 
commanded  me,"  he  said  slowly.  "  More  times  than 
once  have  I  nearly  paid  mine  own  life  as  the  price  of  his." 
He  paused  abruptly  for  a  moment,  for  the  memories  that 
suddenly  flooded  his  heart  tore  at  his  throat  with  rushing 
tears  of  sorrow. 

"  I  am  assured  that  there  lieth  some  mistake  here,"  he 
said  when  he  could  again  speak ;  "  but  it  may  be  that  we 
must  suffer  for  the  mistake,  since  there  is  no  appeal  from 
his  power.  My  life  hath  been  ever  his,  in  war  or  peace, 
and  if  he  hath  need  of  it  now  I  will  give  it  to  him  as 
freely  as  I  have  ever  risked  it  in  his  service.  But  first 
let  us  be  fully  assured  that  this  thing  is  indeed  his  will. 
Hath  the  King  drunk  much  wine  at  the  feasting  to-night  ?  " 
he  asked  Yasir,  who  shook  his  head  sorrowfully. 

"  Why  he  intendeth  this  terrible  injustice  I  know  not," 
he  replied  ;  "  but  of  a  certainty  he  is  not  drunken  with 
wine,  nor  is  there  anything  in  his  mind  but  a  clear  purr 
pose — of  that  my  soul  is  assured." 
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"  Yet  if  thou  dost  obey  him  hastily  and  he  repenteth 
him  after,  thy  head  will  pay  the  price  of  his  mistake,  good 
Yasir.  Therefore  for  thy  sake  as  well  as  for  mine,  hear 
my  plan.  Let  us  both  return  to  the  palace  and  I  will 
wait  without  in  an  ante  chamber  while  thou  shalt  enter  to 
Harun  and  tell  him  that  I  have  begged  thee  to  ascertain 
whether  my  death  be  really  his  desire  and  not  a  sorry 
joke.  Then  if  he  hold  still  to  the  same  mind,  I  will  bare 
my  neck  without  further  delay  to  thy  sword." 

"  It  shall  be  even  as  thou  sayest !  "  Hope  sprang  again 
in  all  hearts,  but  Jaafar  paused  to  speak  a  warning  word. 

"  Hope  nothing  !  "  he  said.  "  My  heart  telleth  me 
that  hope  is  vain,  and  that  these  are  the  last  words  which 
I  shall  speak  to  thee.  And  further — I  would  bid  thec 
gather  what  thou  canst  most  easily  lay  hands  upon  and 
flee,  lest  in  another  hour  it  be  too  late." 

Yaheya  and  Fadhl  shook  their  heads.  Muhammed 
looked  at  his  young  wife  and  faltered. 

"  All  our  lives  have  we  lived  in  honour  and  loyalty," 
replied  Yaheya  with  dignity.  "  It  will  not  befit  us  now, 
innocent  of  offence,  to  flee  to  hiding  as  if  we  were  guilty 
of  the  worst  of  crimes.  Thy  brothers  and  I  will  await 
here  what  Allah  may  have  decreed  for  us." 

"  But  the  women  !  My  mother  and  the  young  Gulnare 
and  the  maiden  whom  thou  art  sheltering  beneath  thy 
roof.  At  least,  send  them  to  a  place  of  safety." 

Opheirah  had  been  carried  from  the  room,  almost  un 
conscious,  but  Gulnare  spoke  resolutely. 

"  My  husband's  fate  is  my  fate  ;  I  will  accept  no  other." 
At  her  words  Yacuta  stepped  forward  from  her  place 
among  the  servants  where  she  had  stood  modestly  ob 
scured. 

"  I  too  will  share  the  fate  of  those  who  have  succoured 
me  in  mine  extremity !  "  she  said  softly.  "  I  owe  thec 
much  for  thy  forbearance,  my  Lord  Jaafar,  and  here  will 
I  remain  upon  my  knees  and  pray  to  the  blessed  Christ 
to  save  thee  and  aid  us  all  ! " 

"  Oh  brother !  "  cried  Gulnare,  wringing  her  hands  as 
the  hopelessness  of  their  hope  became  clearer  to  her. 
"  Brother  Jaafar !  Hearken  to  me,  even  in  this  last  mo 
ment  and  accept  the  truth  !  Look  on  Christ  who  bled 
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and  died  for  thee  and  believe  !  "  Jaafar  smiled  at  her 
tenderly.  In  truth,  she  was  very  near  his  heart. 

"  Nay,  little  sister !  Knowest  thou  also  what  our 
Koran  saith  ?  '  Whoever  among  ye  shall  turn  back  from 
his  religion  and  die  an  infidel,  their  works  shall  be  in  vain 
in  this  world  and  the  next  ;  they  shall  be  the  companions 
of  hell-fire ;  they  shall  remain  therein  for  ever.'  I  have 
followed  the  Prophet  all  my  life  and  I  may  not  turn  back 
now.  After  all  is  said,  dear  sister,  I  have  been  true  to 
the  light  given  me  to  follow.  It  may  be,"  he  added  a 
little  wistfully,  "  that  even  thy  God  will  take  account  of 
that,  if  all  my  life  I  have  worshipped  a  lie  and  He  indeed 
is  the  true  and  living  God."  Gulnare  sobbed  on  her  hus 
band's  breast  and  Jaafar  turned  to  follow  Yasir  out  into 
the  night.  He  paused  at  the  door. 

"  If  I  return  not,  do  not  grieve  for  me,"  he  said  with 
gravity.  "  My  heart  holdeth  no  regrets.  My  life  is  lived 
and  my  soul  is  weary.  For  a  long  time  now  have  I  been 
very  weary  of  the  burden  which  yet  I  could  not  refuse  to 
bear  so  long  as  Allah  and  the  Prophet  saw  fit  to  lay  it  on 
me.  I  yearn  for  the  rest  which  awaiteth  me  by  the  cool 
waters  of  the  flowing  streams  of  Jannat-Aden.  Where 
fore,  grieve  not  that  the  summons  hath  reached  me,  and 
know  that  I  will  await  ye  all  in  the  gardens  of  our 
Paradise ! " 

So  calm  and  so  earnest  was  his  manner  that  their  grief 
seemed  to  become  a  selfish  and  noisy  desecration  of  some 
consecrated  temple,  so  that  they  checked  their  own  tears 
and  hushed  the  mourning  household ;  and  the  last  mem 
ory  which  the  family  of  Jaafar  the  Barmek  retained  of 
him  was  the  peaceful  smile  upon  his  steadfast  face  with 
which  he  bade  them  farewell  as  he  followed  Yasir  the 
page  from  their  presence. 

The  khalif  looked  up  with  an  apprehensive  start  as  the 
trembling  page  entered  his  presence  alone.  For  a  mo 
ment  he  did  not  look  at  him  ;  when  he  did  and  saw  that 
he  bore  no  burden  in  his  hands  he  fell  into  a  rage. 

"  Where  is  the  head  of  that  traitor  Jaafar  the  Barmek 
which  I  bade  thee  bring  me?  "  he  demanded. 

"  I  feared  to  bring  it  to  thee,  oh  Merciful  and  Just !  "  he 
began,  but  Harun  interrupted  him. 
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"  Feared  to  bring  it  to  me  !  Rather  shouldst  thouhave 
feared  to  appear  without  it  !  Did  I  not  warn  thee  that 
thy  head  would  be  forfeit  if  thou  shouldst  fail  to  obey 
me?  Away!  If  thou  fail  to  produce  his  head  within 
the  hour,  I  will  torture  thee  to  thy  last  breath  and  him 
as  well !  " 

Jaafar  met  the  page  beyond  the  door  with  a  calm  face. 

"  Draw  thy  sword  and  obey  !  "  he  commanded,  baring 
his  neck  for  the  stroke. 

"  Oh,  my  lord  !  "  begged  Yasir.  "  Wilt  thou  not  go  in 
thyself  and  plead  with  him  for  clemency?"  Jaafar  shook 
his  head  sadly. 

"  All  the  years  of  my  life  have  been  his.  Many  times 
have  I  saved  his  life  at  the  risk  of  mine  own.  But  now  I 
cannot  ask  him  as  a  gift  for  what  I  have  forfeited  for  no 
crime  or  disloyalty.  May  Allah  forgive  him  this  wrong 
he  doeth  me,  which  I  fear  will  lie  heavily  upon  his  soul ! 
Do  not  grieve,  friend,  nor  falter  in  thy  task,"  for  the  tears 
were  furrowing  Yasir's  face  as  he  dropped  his  raised  sword 
again  to  the  ground. 

"  Thou  dost  but  thy  duty,  as  I  have  done  mine.  Many 
die  a  harder  death  and  leave  behind  them  a  less  honour 
able  record.  Strike  clean  and  hard,  I  pray  thee.  I  re 
gret  that  so  sad  a  task  is  thine !  " 

And  so,  his  last  conscious  thought  being  the  unselfish 
consideration  of  another's  pain,  perished  Jaafar  ibn 
Yaheya,  the  Barmek. 

Harun  looked  long  and  fixedly  upon  the  pallid  face  of 
his  dead  friend  as  it  stood  before  him  in  a  silver  platter, 
resting  upon  a  table.  Yasir,  sick  of  soul  and  blood 
stained,  waited  silently  near,  caring  nothing  for  any 
future  good.  At  last  the  khalif  turned. 

"Spake  he  of  me  ere  he  died?"  he  asked  calmly, 
though  with  white  lips.  Yasir  repeated  all  that  Jaafar 
had  said  concerning  the  khalif  and  his  own  death.  Harun 
listened  silently,  his  eyes  still  upon  that  peaceful  white 
face  with  the  closed  eyes,  eyes  which  would  never  again 
look  into  his  with  joyous  love  or  tender  sympathy.  Sud 
denly  he  started  up  with  his  whole  face  changing  and 
purpling  in  a  flood  of  raging  blood  which  mounted  to  his 
cheeks,  shot  his  cold  eyes  with  red,  and  swelled  the  veins 
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of  his  forehead  into  cords  of  the  thickness  of  a  thong  used 
for  beating  slaves. 

"  Nuwab  !  "  he  shouted  in  so  terrible  voice  that  his  at 
tendants  rushed  in  trembling  fright  to  answer  the  blows 
he  rained  upon  the  gong  near  him.  "  Nuwab,  strike  off 
that  man's  head  !  "  he  commanded  thickly  to  the  giant 
Nubian  who  appeared  at  his  summons.  "  He  hath  slain 
Jaafar  the  Barmek  !  "  Then  his  voice  rose  to  a  shrill 
shriek  and  he  covered  his  face  with  his  hands  to  shut  out 
the  sight  before  him.  "  Oh,  Jaafar !  Jaafar!  My  friend 
— my  friend  !  " 
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Within  that  cell,  beneath  that  heap, 
Friendship  and  truth  and  honour  sleep ! 

HASSAN  ALASADY. 

BY  morning  the  entire  city  had  learned  the  news  and 
was  in  an  uproar.  Jaafar  was  dead  and  parts  of  his  di 
vided  body  hung  at  each  of  the  gates  of  the  City  of 
Peace.  The  aged  Yaheya  and  his  eldest  son,  Fadhl,  were 
imprisoned  in  an  underground  dungeon,  having  been 
escorted  thither  by  the  unfortunate  Captain  of  Police,  Isa 
ibn  Mousa  himself,  upon  whom  the  duty  had  devolved 
and  who  dared  not  hesitate  to  obey  the  orders  given  him. 
He  wept  in  such  sincere  sorrow  that  Yaheya  himself  com 
forted  him  with  assurances  of  his  forgiveness  and  esteem. 

One  son  alone  escaped,  says  the  historian.  As  Yaheya 
and  Fadhl  were  surrounded  by  the  tumult  of  the  despair 
ing  household,  a  cloak  was  thrown  over  Muhammed's 
head  and  he  was  dragged  away  into  the  silence  of  a  de 
serted  part  of  the  palace.  Expecting  nothing  less  than 
instant  death,  he  was  stupefied  with  surprise  when  a  paper 
was  thrust  into  his  hand,  a  voice  said  in  his  ear,  "  Escape 
immediately  ;  it  is  the  khalif's  will !  "  and  he  was  left  alone. 

The  paper  was  a  safe-conduct  through  the  city  gates, 
written  in  Harun's  unmistakable  handwriting,  and  made 
out  for  Muhammed  ibn  Yaheya  the  Barmek,  his  wife  Gul- 
nare,  and  a  suitable  attendance. 

For  a  little  Muhammed  hesitated.  Pride  and  a  nice 
sense  of  family  honour  demanded  that  he  should  refuse 
this  safety  and  should  remain  to  share  his  father's  and 
brothers'  fate.  Love,  on  the  other  hand,  demanded  that 
he  should  save  his  wife.  Then  the  further  thought  of  his 
aged  mother  came  to  him  and  determined  his  course.  He 
hastily  wrote  a  letter  to  his  father,  gathered  such  valu 
ables  as  they  could  carry,  and  a  little  later  he  and  his  wife 
rode  safely  through  the  gate  out  into  the  open  country. 
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Behind  them,  disguised  as  slaves,  rode  Yacuta  and  the 
Lady  Opheirah. 

By  noon  the  entire  city  had  risen  and  refused  to  be 
longer  intimidated  by  fear  of  the  khalif's  anger.  The 
people  hung  the  houses  and  streets  in  white — the  colour 
devoted  to  mourning  by  the  Arabians — and  the  immense 
mob  at  the  palace  gates  had  grown  so  turbulent  and 
threatening  that  Harun,  mindful  of  that  other  mob  and 
his  danger  in  the  palace  at  Balkh,  caused  a  proclamation 
to  be  made  explaining  his  execution  of  Jaafar  on  the 
ground  of  the  accusation  made  in  the  name  of  all  the 
people  by  the  oracle  at  Rakkah,  whose  public  denunci 
ation,  he  assured  them,  he  had  at  last  been  forced  by  his 
conscience  to  heed ;  and  he  called  upon  all  faithful  fol 
lowers  of  the  Prophet  to  abide  by  his  judgment  and  to 
rejoice  in  the  name  of  Allah  that  he  had  been  given 
strength  to  overcome  his  unregenerate  love  for  the  alien 
family  and  thereby  free  the  people  from  the  rule  of  the 
hated  Persian  race. 

Upon  hearing  this,  the  infuriated  multitude  journeyed 
as  one  man  to  Rakkah,  much  in  the  same  manner  as 
another  infuriated  populace,  upon  another  page  of  history, 
journeyed  to  Versailles,  and  searching  out  the  wretched 
oracle  they  dragged  him  from  the  refuge  of  his  shrine, 
shrieking  in  vain  for  mercy,  tore  him  to  bits  and  buried 
the  fragments  among  the  ruins  of  the  shrine.  Not  satis 
fied  with  this,  they  fell  upon  the  devotees  who  rallied  to 
his  defence  and  finally  ceased  from  their  wholesale  venge 
ance  upon  the  town  only  when  the  streets  and  houses 
were  emptied  of  victims,  either  by  death  or  by  flight. 

But  instead  of  being  appeased  by  this  sacrifice  of  life, 
the  anger  of  the  mob  seemed  to  grow  greater  by  the 
licence  it  allowed  itself.  Returning  to  Baghdad,  it  again 
surrounded  the  royal  palace  and  the  sullen  roar  of  its 
common  pain  and  sorrow  became  gradually  sharply  punc 
tuated  by  treasonable  threats  and  demands. 

The  royal  guards  tried  argument,  persuasion  and  threat 
in  vain.  The  thirst  for  blood  in  exchange  for  blood  was 
fully  roused,  and  finally  torches  appeared  in  the  surging 
crowd  by  the  thousand,  in  a  vain  attempt  to  fire  the  solid 
pile  of  the  palace  and  devote  to  death  all  the  lives  which 
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it  contained.  The  guards  made  sally  after  sally  into  the 
packed  streets,  driving  back  the  mob  a  little  each  time, 
but  forced  each  time  to  retreat  to  the  protection  of  the 
courtyard,  leaving  the  dead  and  wounded  piled  in  the 
street  behind  them  to  add  fuel  to  the  flame  of  fury  already 
blazing  in  the  people's  breast.  At  last,  so  hard  were  they 
pressed  to  defend  the  gate  against  the  gathering  forces 
without,  the  guards  were  forced  to  appeal  to  Harun  him 
self  for  aid  or  instructions. 

Harun  had  just  entered  the  harem,  robed  in  his  most 
impressive  garments.  His  face  had  lost  all  softness  and 
was  chiselled  deeply  with  the  sharp  lines  of  unforgiving 
hate.  A  sneer  against  all  things  holy  and  happy  and  to 
be  desired  crushed  all  beauty  from  his  lips.  He  looked 
then  what  from  that  hour  to  the  hour  of  his  death  he  was 
— a  despot  who  knew  no  pity,  a  tyrant  whose  only  joy  lay 
in  the  suffering  of  others,  a  man  whose  hand  was  against 
the  world.  He  motioned  to  the  attendants  to  withdraw 
as  he  entered,  and  he  approached  the  queen  alone. 

In  a  glance  he  saw  that  she  knew  nothing  of  Jaafar's 
death.  The  harem  attendants  went  about  their  duties  in 
terror-stricken  dumbness,  with  pale  lips  and  clouded  eyes. 
None  dared  to  break  the  news  to  her,  yet  all  grieved  sadly 
in  their  hearts  for  the  dead  man,  whom  all  loved.  A  few 
moments  earlier  one  of  the  tiring  women  had  burst  into 
violent  hysterics  and  been  hustled  hastily  from  the  room. 

"  A  loss  had  overcome  her,"  the  head  eunuch  had  ex 
plained,  and  Zobeide  passed  the  woman's  task  to  another 
without  suspicion. 

When  Harun  entered  she  greeted  him  with  less  than 
her  usual  languor  of  indifference  and  began  a  complaint 
about  the  stupid  carelessness  of  a  slave  who  had  dropped 
and  broken  some  prized  ornament. 

Since  the  fact  was  established  which  gave  to  her  son 
equal  rights  in  the  succession,  she  felt  no  longer  any 
pressing  need  for  diplomacy,  and  if  the  love  she  desired 
was  denied  her,  she  need  at  least  make  no  further  pre 
tence  at  that  which  had  no  place  in  her  heart.  Her 
life  had  sunk  into  the  shadow  to  which  penetrated 
no  warming  ray  of  hope.  She  looked  upon  the  daily 
drama  of  the  world  about  her  with  weary,  indifferent 
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eyes  and  a  constant  dull  ache  of  hopelessness  in  her  heart 
which  amounted  almost  to  a  physical  pain,  so  that  she 
sometimes  placed  her  hand  against  her  jewelled  girdle 
with  the  wish  that  the  ceaseless  pounding  of  the  vital 
engine  within  might  stop  for  a  little  and  rest.  Her  worn 
nerves  wearied  of  the  regular  throb,  as  one  tires  of  the 
fussy  ticking  of  a  clock. 

Just  now  she  felt  incapable  of  further  mental  effort. 
The  long  strain  of  the  months  had  reduced  her  to  an  ab 
solute  indifference  toward  all  that  pertained  to  her  life. 
In  that  last  interview  she  resigned  for  ever  all  thought  of 
winning  Jaafar  from  his  loyal  allegiance;  indeed,  a  burn 
ing  sense  of  shame  came  to  her  whenever  she  thought  of 
that  night.  She  realised  the  nobility  of  Jaafar's  soul  as 
she  had  never  done  before,  and  as  she  recalled  that  inter 
view  day  after  day  in  the  eternal  loneliness  of  her  own 
heart,  there  was  gradually  born  to  her  a  new  sense  and  a 
new  desire  ;  the  sense  of  her  own  fault  and  the  desire  to 
atone  for  it.  She  was  satisfied  now  to  live  on  in  the  daily 
circumstance  which  Fate  had  ordained  for  her,  asking  no 
more  than  that  she  should  still  be  able  to  see  his  face,  if 
even  at  a  distance,  and  hear  his  voice,  if  only  upon  the 
most  trivial  topics.  Nay,  more.  When  this  numbing 
mental  lassitude  should  have  passed  and  returning  bodily- 
strength  should  make  the  effort  possible,  she  resolved 
within  herself  this  morning  to  strive  to  kindle  anew  upon 
the  cold  ashes  of  her  hearth-stone  the  fire  of  affection  to 
ward  Harun  for  which  she  well  knew  he  would  gladly 
sacrifice  his  crown.  It  was  this  kindly  thought  which  had 
warmed  her  eyes  as  she  welcomed  him.  The  sneer  deep 
ened  in  his  face  as  he  saw  it.  In  his  fingers  he  held  the 
missing  ring  toward  her.  She  took  it  carelessly,  without  a 
thought  of  the  significance  of  its  being  in  his  possession. 

"  I  return  thee  thy  ring,"  he  said,  his  cruel  eyes  on  her 
face.  "  Jaafar  hath  no  longer  any  need  of  it." 

"  Jaafar  !  What  hath  he  to  do  therewith  ?  Was  it  he 
who  found  it  ?  " 

"  Thou  dost  well  to  simulate  surprise.  But  then,  thou 
has  also  well  simulated  so  many  things  that  by  now  thou 
art  surely  mistress  of  all  simulation." 

"  I  do  not  comprehend  thy  words,  Harun."     She  spoke 
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with  resentful  dignity.  "  Thy  manner  doth  suggest  some 
thing  unpleasant.  Perhaps,  therefore,  it  is  as  well  that 
thy  meaning  should  be  hidden  from  me.  For  the  ring  I 
thank  thee.  I  valued  it  as  thy  gift,  and  I  have  constantly 
regretted  it  since  it  disappeared,  and  no  efforts  of  mine 
could  avail  to  discover  it." 

A  wave  of  intense  anger  swept  over  Harun. 

"  I  wonder  at  thy  daring,  woman  ! "  he  exclaimed 
hotly.  "  To  stand  before  me  unafraid,  clothed  in  the 
semblance  of  all  innocence  and  purity,  boldly  defying  my 
righteous  anger,  when  beneath  thy  spotless  tunic  thy  de 
ceitful  heart  must  truly  be  beating  in  its  guilty  fear  like 
that  of  a  frightened  bird, half-crushed  in  the  fowler's  hand ! " 

Zobeide  opened  her  lips  to  reply.  Her  cheeks  were 
scarlet  with  anger.  Even  in  that  moment  it  crossed 
Harun's  mind  that  any  emotion  except  fear  looked  from 
those  blazing  eyes.  The  safa  in  her  hair  tinkled  sharply 
as  she  raised  her  haughty  head ;  the  jewels  on  the  border 
of  her  tunic  blazed  as  her  breast  rose  and  fell  tumultu- 
ously  with  her  indignant  breath.  The  red,  full  rose  that 
nestled  lovingly  on  her  satin  neck,  behind  her  ear,  fell  to 
the  floor  and  lay  like  a  spot  of  blood  against  her  little  white 
satin  shoe.  Perhaps  never  in  her  life  had  Zobeide  the 
Queen  looked  more  beautiful  than  at  that  moment.  Even 
Harun  recognised  it  with  a  great  pang  of  love  and  despair. 

But  before  she  could  syllable  the  hot  words  on  her 
parted  lips,  the  door  opened  violently,  and  Abassa,  with 
streaming  hair,  unfastened  garments,  and  the  face  of  a 
mad  woman,  rushed  into  the  room.  She  caught  her 
brother  by  the  arm,  and  shook  him  to  and  fro  while  she 
panted  vainly  for  breath. 

"Is  it  true?  Is  it  true  ?"  she  shrieked.  "Tell  me, 
thou  fiend  incarnate,  is  it  true  ?  " 

Harun  grasped  her  hands,  and  held  her  firmly  until  her 
screams  subsided  to  moans  and  her  violence  to  convulsive 
shiverings.  Zobeide  looked  on  in  amazement. 

"Why  hast  thou  done  this  thing?"  Abassa  cried  at 
last,  exhausted  and  quiet.  Harun  released  her  hands. 
He  looked  first  at  the  queen.  She  had  drawn  back  and 
was  leaning  heavily  against  the  pedestal  of  a  marble 
statue  of  Love,  which  had  been  brought  from  the  far 
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Grecian  isles.  Then  he  turned  to  his  sister  and  spoke 
the  ambiguous  words  over  which  historians  have  so  often 
puzzled  and  disagreed. 

"  That  will  I  never  tell  thee !  I  say  to  thee,  if  even 
mine  innermost  garment  knew  the  reason,  I  would  rend  it 
from  my  body  and  tear  it  into  shreds  !  " 

"  What  is  it,  sister?  What  hath  been  done  !  "  It  was 
the  queen  who  spoke,  but  none  who  knew  her  would 
have  recognised  the  voice.  Abassa  pointed  at  the  king. 
Her  frenzy  had  fallen  into  a  bitter,  hopeless  hate. 

"  He  hath  slain  Jaafar  the  Barmek,  and  hath  hung  the 
parts  of  his  torn  body  upon  the  city  gates." 

"  Jaafar — dead — and  thou  hast  murdered  him  ?  "  There 
was  an  instant's  silence,  and  then  a  laugh  rang  out  through 
the  empty  room.  It  was  Zobeide  who  had  laughed,  and 
so  horribly  did  it  echo  in  their  ears  that  even  Abassa's 
rage  sank  before  it,  frightened. 

"  Fool  !  Fool  and  coward  !  What  endless  tortures 
await  thy  treacherous  soul  in  the  hell  toward  which  thy 
feet  are  hastening  !  Thou  hast  slain  thine  only  friend — 
the  one  man  who  hath  never  wronged  thee  by  a  thought ! 
Oh,  why — why  have  I  waited  so  long  !  " 

Her  denunciation  and  its  accompanying  movement  oc 
cupied  but  a  breath  of  time.  They  saw  her  hand  search  her 
girdle  and  the  blade  of  her  dagger  flash  out  in  a  wandering 
ray  of  sunlight.  Whether  her  intention  was  to  sheathe 
it  in  her  husband's  heart  or  her  own,  none  ever  knew,  for 
even  as  the  blade  shivered  in  the  sun,  it  fell  clattering  to  the 
pavement,  her  hand  clutched  at  her  tunic,  and  with  a  sharp 
and  gasping  sob  she  fell  in  all  her  length  at  Harun's  feet. 

As  he  bent  over  her,  the  ring  rolled  from  some  fold  of 
her  garments  and  stopped  before  Abassa. 

"The  ring  I  left  with  Geber!"  she  muttered  as  she 
picked  it  up.  She  was  about  to  summon  assistance  to  revive 
the  queen  from  her  swoon,  but  Harun  caught  at  her  arm. 

"  Thou  didst  leave  it  with  Geber?"  he  queried  thickly. 

"  Ay,  for  payment  of  a  service  he  once  did  me."  She 
flushed  at  the  remembrance,  and  bent  over  Zobeide  to 
chafe  her  hands.  As  she  touched  them,  she  looked  up  at 
Harun  anxiously.  "  The  swoon  is  strangely  deep,  Harun. 
I  pray  thee,  call  her  slaves  without  delay  !  "  But  Harun 
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still  waved  her  back,  His  face  was  as  white  as  that 
of  the  motionless  figure  at  his  feet. 

"  But  the  child  !  " 

"  The  child — what  of  that !  "  Abassa  was  startled  at 
this  strange  first  mention  of  her  disobedience.  Then  a 
sudden  light  fell  upon  her.  "  The  child  !  It  was  mine, 
mine  and  the  man's  whom  thou  hast  just  slain.  Didst 
thou  indeed  think  it  hers !  Oh  fool  !  She  was  right. 
Torments  await  thee,  for  thou  hast  foully  murdered  thy 
best  and  most  loyal  friend,  who  was  innocent  of  any 
offence  against  thee,  for  there  too  the  fault  was  mine,  not 
his.  I  loved  him,  and  would  have  had  him  disobey  thy 
selfish  command,  but  could  not  prevail,  with  all  my  arts 
and  supplications,  against  his  promise  to  thee.  There 
fore  I  disguised  myself  as  his  slave,  and  so  deceived  him. 
Oh,  blind  and  wicked  !  Thou  art  my  brother,  and  I  may 
not  curse  thee,  but  Allah  Himself  will  surely  mete  out 
justice  to  thee,  assassin  who  hath  slain  his  only  friend  ! — 
Hearken  !  The  people  are  thundering  at  thy  veiy  palace 
gates  for  vengeance  on  thee.  If  thou  art  wise,  coward, 
thou  wilt  flee  while  there  is  yet  time  !  " 

He  did  not  seem  to  hear  her  words.  He  had  knelt 
beside  the  queen  and  raised  her  in  his  arms.  He  laid  his 
ear  over  her  heart,  held  his  check  to  her  parted  lips,  and 
called  upon  her  name  with  increasing  sharpness  and  in 
sistence.  As  he  was  kneeling  thus,  the  captain  of  his 
guard  entered  the  room,  pale,  breathless,  and  bleeding 
from  a  dozen  wounds.  He  was  followed  by  the  fright 
ened  harem  attendants,  some  trembling  at  this  breach  of 
etiquette,  others  still  more  afraid  of  the  threatening  sounds 
without  the  palace  walls. 

"  Haste  thee  to  escape  by  the  secret  passage  under  the 
walls,  oh  King  !  "  urged  the  captain  breathlessly.  "  I 
cannot  hold  the  gate  but  a  few  moments  longer,  and  such 
is  the  blind  and  fiery  rage  of  the  people  without  that  they 
have  sworn  to  gut  the  palace  and  kill  every  soul  within." 
A  groan  of  terror  ran  through  the  listeners.  Harun  raised 
his  head,  with  a  white  calm  upon  his  haggard  face. 

"  Bid  the  people  instantly  depart,"  he  said  in  a  dull 
and  even  tone,  "  upon  pain  of  Allah's  deepest  curse  for 
those  who  respect  not  death  and  the  sacred  grief  of  them 
that  mourn.  Zobeide  the  Queen  is  dead." 
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The  glimmer  of  twilight, 
Never  glad,  confident  morning  again  ! 

Then  let  him  receive  the  new  knowledge  and  wait  us, 
Pardon  in  heaven. — BROWNING. 

THE  loud  lamentations  of  mourning  for  the  Queen 
Zobeide  had  ended  and  a  long  silence  fallen  upon  the 
royal  palace.  Those  who  met  and  passed  in  the  house 
hold  or  in  the  streets  no  longer  greeted  each  other  with 
the  significant  salutations,  "  May  thy  life  be  prolonged  !  " 
or  "  Mayest  thou  live  !  " — the  sign  that  another  lived  no 
longer.  None  knew  what  the  khalif  suffered  or  thought 
in  those  days.  The  mad  riot  caused  by  the  execution  of 
Jaafar  the  Barmek  was  quieted  as  if  by  magic  at  the  an 
nouncement  of  the  queen's  death.  The  privacy  of  those 
who  mourned  was  sacred  to  Islam  and  by  the  time  her 
body  had  been  committed  to  the  earth  and  all  rites  and 
ceremonies  followed,  the  danger  of  a  general  insurrection 
was  past  and  the  people  had  accepted  the  fate  of  the  Bar- 
meks.  Though  they  still  mourned  long  and  deeply,  they 
submitted  to  the  power  which  had  deprived  them  of  this 
family  which  they,  one  and  all,  loved,  and  respected  the 
command  which  forbade  the  mention  of  even  the  name 
of  Barmek  in  the  hearing  of  their  ruler. 

That  they  did  so  mourn,  we  are  assured  by  all  histo 
rians  and  we  find  further  and  even  more  convincing  proof 
of  the  fact  in  the  literature  of  the  day,  the  unbiased  rec 
ord  of  the  people's  real  emotions.  Two  extracts  from 
different  authors  will  serve  to  illustrate  the  feeling  called 
forth  by  this  national  catastrophe. 

"  Ah,  Barmek  !     Time  hath  never  shown 

So  sad  a  change  of  wayward  fate, 

Nor  sorrowing  mortals  ever  known 

A  grief  so  true,  a  loss  so  great  I  " 
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The  second  author  takes  a  deeper  tone  and  voices  a 
wider  loss. 

"  Spouse  of  the  World  !     Thy  soothing  breast 

Did  balm  to  every  woe  afford ; 
And  now  no  more  by  thee  caressed, 
The  widowed  earth  bewails  her  lord  !  " 

Their  history  as  a  family  and  the  people's  loyal  remem 
brance  of  them  is  summed  up  by  the  historian  in  these 
significant  words,  which  I,  at  least,  have  never  known  to 
be  applied  in  any  other  case  where  fickle  human  nature 
has  witnessed  so  great  a  downfall  of  its  kind  from  so  high 
an  eminence  : 

"  The  Barmekidae  were  loved  by  all  in  the  height  of 
their  power  and  wealth,  and  were  praised  after  their  dis 
grace  as  before." 

No  further  demonstration  was  made,  however,  against 
the  khalif  even  when  it  was  learned  that  Fadhl  had  been 
beaten  with  two  hundred  stripes,  and  had  therefore  nar 
rowly  escaped  with  his  life  under  the  care  of  some  un 
known  physician  who  attended  him  constantly  and  van 
ished  mysteriously  when  his  recovery  became  certain. 

Jaafar  was  dead,  Yaheya  and  Fadhl  were  in  prison  and 
Muhammed  had  vanished  from  knowledge ;  but  there 
still  remained  one  member  of  the  Barmek  family  with 
whom  Harun  had  not  reckoned.  This  was  Obeidah  the 
scribe.  And  now  appeared  a  new  and  more  admirable 
side  of  the  scribe's  character.  When  Jaafar's  body  had 
been  removed  from  the  gates  and  Zobeide  had  been  laid 
in  her  lonely  tomb;  when  Harun  had  sat  alone  for  three 
days  in  his  gloomy  palace  which  echoed  no  more  to  the 
gay  voices  of  his  wife  and  sister,  or  the  confident  and 
welcome  feet  of  his  friend,  he  lifted  his  haggard  eyes 
one  morning  and  fixed  them  with  a  start  of  surprise  upon 
the  stern  face  of  Obeidah  ibn  Ali,  the  scribe  of  Jaafar  the 
Barmek.  Such  a  flood  of  memory  rushed  over  him  at 
the  unexpected  apparition  that  for  an  instant  his  heart 
stood  still,  clutched  in  a  sudden  grasp  of  pain.  Obeidah 
knew  perfectly  that  he  was  taking  his  life  loosely  in  his 
hands  when  he  entered  the  khalif's  presence  unsum- 
moned,  for  the  silver-throated  poet,  Ibrahim  an  Nadim, 
had  shared  Jaafar's  fate  but  the  day  before  when  he  had 
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forced  his  way  to  Harun  and  had  bitterly  denounced  his 
treachery  to  his  very  face.  He  had  done  as  he  once  pre 
dicted  that  he  would — spoken  his  mind  once  fully  before 
he  cast  away  the  life  which  the  loss  of  his  friends  had 
made  a  weariness  to  his  sensitive  poet's  soul. 

None  knew  what  passed  between  Obeidah  and  the 
khalif,  for,  listen  as  they  might,  the  trembling  slaves  could 
gather  nothing  from  the  low-toned  and  rapid  speech 
exchanged  between  them.  Once  Harun  started  up  and 
laid  his  hand  threateningly  upon  the  Piercer,  which  now 
he  always  wore  at  his  side  during  his  waking  hours  and 
which  lay  close  beside  his  bed  while  he  slept,  as  if  he 
knew  that  he  maintained  his  supremacy  now  only  by  the 
dangerous  power  of  fear.  But  Obeidah  did  not  shrink 
when  the  khalif  seemed  to  threaten  him  so  harshly,  and 
in  the  next  instant  Harun  sank  back  with  a  groan  and 
covered  his  face  with  his  hand. 

Whether  or  not  as  a  direct  result  of  this  interview,  the 
scribe  had  thereafter  constant  access  to  the  khalif's  apart 
ments,  and  Harun  offered  to  Yaheya,  his  aged  foster- 
father,  release  and  permission  to  retire  to  Rakkah,  there 
to  spend  the  remainder  of  his  days.  But  Yaheya  de 
clined  this  proffered  clemency  with  dignity. 

"  Say  to  thy  master,  Harun  the  Khalif,"  he  replied  to 
the  ambassador  whom  Harun  had  employed  and  who  was 
none  other  than  Obeidah  himself,  "  that  since  his  grati 
tude  hath  beheaded  one  son  and  would  retain  the  other 
for  his  lifetime  in  prison,  I  prefer  to  spend  my  last  days 
here  in  his  company.  Better  prison  spent  with  those 
whom  one  may  love  and  trust  than  freedom  in  the  soci 
ety  of  an  ingrate  and  a  traitor.  Tell  the  people  not  to 
grieve  for  us,"  he  continued  in  a  softer  tone.  "  We 
cheerfully  accept  the  fate  which  hath  been  willed  to  us 
by  Allah  in  His  wisdom."  He  paused  for  a  moment,  bend 
ing  his  aged  head  above  the  cot  upon  which  lay  his  suffer 
ing  son,  who  was  as  yet  scarcely  conscious  of  his  sur 
roundings  after  the  stripes  which  had  so  bruised  his  body. 
Then  he  ended  his  speech  with  the  words  of  a  grand  phi 
losophy  which  history  has  preserved  for  us  : 

"  Power  and  wealth  were  but  a  loan  which  fortune  en 
trusted  unto  us.  We  ought  to  be  thankful  that  we  have 
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been  allowed  to  enjoy  those  blessings  for  so  long,  and 
should  console  ourselves  for  their  loss  by  reflecting  that 
our  fate  will  afford  a  perpetual  example  to  others  of  their 
instability." 

In  the  mean  time,  other  affairs  began  to  press  heavily, 
demanding  the  immediate  attention  of  both  the  soldier 
and  the  king.  Nicephorus  the  Greek  had  again  revolted, 
trusting  for  success  to  the  distance  and  the  unusually 
heavy  snows  by  which  that  winter  had  been  introduced. 
But  Harun  welcomed  the  hardships  and  dangers  of  a 
winter  campaign  as  a  diversion  from  his  haunting 
thoughts.  He  armed  and  equipped  one  hundred  and 
thirty-five  thousand  soldiers  and  prepared  for  the  march. 
But  before  he  departed  upon  this  hazardous  undertaking, 
he  visited  Zobeide's  tomb  which  he  had  erected  at  limit 
less  expense  and  which  still  stands  to  satisfy  the  curiosity 
of  the  sight-seer.  The  mortar  which  holds  the  bricks 
was  mixed  with  her  favourite  perfume,  musk,  and  to-day, 
after  eleven  centuries  of  time,  the  pungent  odour  which 
Zobeide  loved  still  floats  vaguely  out  upon  the  neighbour 
ing  air  as  if  wafted  by  a  languorous  movement  from  the 
silken  tresses  of  the  woman  so  deeply  loved,  whose  deli 
cate  body  is  now  but  a  handful  of  formless  dust,  impris 
oned  beneath  the  weight  of  masonry  which  speaks  her 
half-forgotten  name. 

Sad  and  dreary  must  have  been  the  king's  thoughts  as 
he  knelt  there  in  the  chill  of  the  winter  wind.  The  secret 
thoughts  of  his  heart,  whether  sad  or  joyful,  lonely  or  re 
vengeful,  were  always  secret  now.  There  no  longer  lived 
one  into  whose  sympathetic  ear  he  could  pour  the  inmost 
revelations  of  his  soul,  sure  always  of  comprehension, 
belief  and  response.  The  world  for  him  was  henceforth  a 
dreary  desert,  broken  by  sterile  rocks  and  peopled  by  his 
enemies.  The  ghost  of  loneliness  sat  now  at  the  head  of 
the  table  and  ruled  the  feast. 

He  passed  the  snows  of  Mount  Taurus  in  the  dead  of 
winter  and  descended  upon  the  astonished  Nicephorus 
with  the  force  and  fury  of  one  of  the  mountain's  own 
storms.  The  Greek  king  fled  from  the  battle  bearing 
three  wounds  with  him,  and  leaving  forty  thousand  of  his 
slain  upon  the  abandoned  field.  Not  satisfied  with  this 
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victory,  Harun  swelled  the  numbers  of  those  who  marched 
under  the  black  banners  of  the  Abbassides  to  three  hun 
dred  thousand,  and  spread  over  the  surface  of  Asia  Minor, 
where,  after  a  month's  siege  of  the  great  walls  of  Pontic 
Heraclea,  the  city  was  reduced  and  finally  despoiled  of 
every  treasure  and  even  of  every  ornament  ;  among  these 
latter — a  fact  regretted  by  the  historian  Gibbon — the  great 
statue  of  Hercules,  whose  club  and  bow,  quiver  and  lion's 
hide,  were  sculptured  in  massive  gold.  Reduced  to  sub 
mission  from  the  Euxine  to  the  Isle  of  Cyprus,  Nicephorus 
was  forced  to  submit  to  a  new  treaty.  The  ruined  city  of 
Heraclea  was  left  for  ever  a  ruin  as  an  unending  warning 
to  Grecian  rebels,  and  the  money  tribute  was  thereafter 
inscribed  with  the  images  of  Harun  and  his  sons,  while  a 
personal  tribute  was  exacted  from  Nicephorus  himself  and 
each  member  of  his  family  and  household. 

But  in  spite  of  this  apparent  success,  a  vital  disease  was 
eating  at  the  heart  of  the  great  empire,  even  as  another 
disease,  no  less  vital,  was  attacking  the  human  body  of 
its  ruler. 

Whether  or  not  the  death  of  the  Barmek  had  influenced 
the  fortunes  of  the  empire  and  its  sovereign,  it  is  certain 
that  from  that  time  can  be  traced  a  gradual  decline  of 
power  in  the  latter  and  a  gradual  disintegration  of  the 
former.  Rafi  the  rebellious  still  made  good  his  revolt  in 
Samarkand.  Ali  ibn  Isa  sent  out  two  forces  against  him, 
the  first  commanded  by  one  of  his  sons  and  the  second 
by  himself.  Both  were  defeated.  Then  Harun  sent  Har- 
tama  ibn  Ayan  to  accomplish  the  task  in  which  Ali  had 
failed,  and  to  depose  Ali  himself  from  his  position.  But 
before  his  arrival  the  people  of  Balkh  had  sacked  the 
palaces  of  Ali  and  his  sons  and  had  openly  joined  Rafi  in 
the  insurrection  at  Samarkand.  Hartama,  having  forced 
Rafi  from  the  field  in  a  slight  encounter,  now  besieged 
him  vainly  in  the  city  of  Samarkand  itself. 

Year  after  year  Harun  was  called  upon  to  put  down  re 
curring  rebellions  in  Greece,  and  for  two  years  he  besieged 
Mosul,  finally  razing  it  to  the  ground.  The  Kharejites 
also  rose  on  the  south  of  the  Oxus,  threatening  Persia's 
eastern  provinces,  while  the  loss  of  Spain  and  Africa  be 
came  imminent  because  of  the  two  principalities  formed  by 
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descendants  of  a  fugitive  member  of  the  rival  and  van 
quished  Ommiades  family — the  Ablabites  who  reigned  over 
Tunij  and  Tripoli,  and  the  Edrisites  in  the  west  of  Barbary. 

Worse  than  all,  the  empire  was  now  threatened  from 
within  by  the  Turkish  mercenaries,  who,  retaining  their 
rude  strength  and  simple  habits  as  their  masters  sank  fur 
ther  and  further  into  the  weakness  of  luxury,  at  last  a 
little  later  boldly  changed  places  with  their  enfeebled 
rulers,  and  the  year  940  was  the  last  year  in  which  the 
khalif  enjoyed  the  true  dignities  of  his  office. 

The  Barmek  Yaheya  died  in  prison  in  the  year  805,  and 
Fadhl  his  son  followed  him  in  808.  Nursed  at  the  same 
breast,  Harun's  superstition  overcame  him  when  this  news 
was  brought  to  him  and  he  cried  out,  "  My  fate  is  near 
unto  his  !  " 

A  few  months  later  he  placed  his  favourite  son  Amin 
over  Baghdad,  left  the  government  of  Syria  and  the  west 
to  a  younger  son,  Casim,  and  in  company  with  the  Prince 
Mamun  he  started  to  reinforce  Hartama  ibn  Ayan  before 
Samarkand,  and  to  reduce  and  execute  the  still  successful 
rebel,  Raft  ibn  Omeirah.  He  made  this  division  among 
his  sons  because,  growing  constantly  feebler  in  body,  he 
at  last  dared  to  trust  his  personal  safety  only  with  this 
despised  son  of  a  slave  mother.  The  pampered  and  self 
ish  Amin,  upon  whom  he  had  lavished  such  large  store 
of  his  affection,  had  for  some  time  now  evinced  a  marked 
interest,  not  in  his  father's  health,  but  in  his  increasing 
weakness.  With  the  fate  of  his  brother  Al  Hadi  in  mind, 
Harun  forced  his  sick  body  to  constantly  renewed  effort, 
left  the  palace  and  the  harem,  where  death  can  find  so 
many  lurking-places,  and  taking  Mamun  as  escort,  marched 
in  person  against  this  most  threatening  disorder  in  his 
empire — the  successful  insurrection  of  Rafi. 

But  the  march  across  the  Elburz  Mountains  proved  too 
much  for  his  increasing  weakness,  and  at  last  he  was  forced 
to  send  Mamun  on  before  him  with  the  army  to  Mcrv, 
about  two  hundred  and  fifty  miles  from  his  destination, 
while  he  himself  with  his  personal  attendants  and  a  small 
guard  turned  aside  from  the  chosen  route  to  rest  for  a 
space  at  Tus,  his  birthplace. 

He  reached  the  town  at  nightfall,  and  in  more  of  peace 
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and  better  health  than  he  had  known  for  a  long  time, 
Harun  fell  asleep  that  night,  planning  the  final  punishment 
of  the  rebel  and  all  his  family.  In  his  own  mind  Harun 
still  considered  Rafi  as  a  rebel,  but  so  well  established 
now  was  the  insurrection  after  being  successfully  main 
tained  all  these  years  in  the  very  heart  of  the  disinte 
grating  kingdom,  that  to  every  mind  save  Harun's  this 
division  of  the  empire  was  an  assured  fact,  and  Rafi  had 
made  good  his  ancient  defiance. 

Harun,  however,  fully  expected  to  subjugate  and  exe 
cute  the  rebel,  and  after  a  few  days  of  rest  he  intended  to 
rejoin  Mamun  and  the  army  and  take  the  matter  into  his 
own  hands. 

Some  hours  after  he  had  fallen  asleep,  Masrur  the 
eunuch  was  awakened  by  a  cry  of  such  mortal  terror  that 
he  sprang  to  his  feet,  but  half  awake,  and  hastened  to  the 
khalif's  bedside.  Harun  was  sitting  up  in  his  bed,  gasp 
ing  in  the  throes  of  a  nightmare  fear. 

"  The  dream  !  "  he  gasped.  "  The  dream  !  I  had  for 
gotten  !  Oh,  why  did  I  come  to  this  fatal  place  !  Masrur 
— go  !  Get  me  some  of  the  earth  from  beside  the  outer 
door.  Go  now — now !  "  as  Masrur  hesitated,  afraid  to 
leave  his  royal  master  in  such  evident  suffering.  At  this 
command,  however,  he  obeyed,  and,  searching  in  the  dark 
ness  of  the  midnight,  found  a  plot  of  earth  from  which  he 
hastily  gathered  a  handful  of  soil  and  returned  with  it  to 
his  master.  Harun  looked  at  it  in  the  light  of  the  tapers 
by  which  he  had  surrounded  himself.  It  was  red,  even  as 
he  had  seen  it  in  his  dream. 

Upon  this  occurrence,  history  makes  no  comment  ;  it 
states  simply  as  I  have  given  them  here  the  facts  of  the 
strange  dream  and  its  stranger  fulfilment. 

When  he  realised  that  at  last  the  enemy  which  he  could 
not  hope  to  conquer  was  unavoidably  approaching,  Harun 
controlled  his  first  human  shrinking  and  for  a  long  space 
of  time  lay  silent  and  motionless.  Masrur,  the  faithful, 
watched  as  silently  beside  him,  awaiting  a  word  or  sign. 
At  last  Harun  spoke. 

"  Once  I  bade  thee  discover  and  keep  within  thy  knowl 
edge  the  secret  hiding-places  of  Muhammed  the  Barmek 
and  his  family.  Hast  thou  done  this?" 
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"  The  man  is  now  at  Kumis,  even  within  a  day's  journey 
of  thee,  great  and  favoured  of  Allah,"  replied  Masrur 
reluctantly.  He  too  had  loved  the  Barmeks.  Did  the 
khalif  at  this  last  moment  meditate  a  renewal  of  the  per 
secution  upon  this  one  remaining  son  ?  "  With  them 
resides  a  certain  Christian  bishop,  Samuel  of  Antioch  by 
name,"  he  added  faithfully. 

"  And  the  mother,  the  Lady  Opheirah  ?" 

"  I  saw  her  once  only,  upon  the  day  when  her  son  Fadhl 
had  died  in  prison,"  Masrur  answered  slowly.  "  She  stood 
in  the  street  of  the  City  of  Peace,  clad  in  ragged  garments, 
her  mad  eyes  peering  through  a  tangled  mat  of  rough 
white  hair.  She  held  out  her  hand  for  alms,  muttering 
strange  words  to  herself,  and  I — I  gave  her  a  dinar." 
Harun  fell  silent  for  a  few  moments ;  then  he  roused  him 
self. 

"  Bid  a  messenger  prepare  to  journey  thither — to  Kumis 
— with  all  speed,"  he  commanded,  and  Masrur  obeyed, 
though  with  a  sad  heart.  At  last  he  could  bear  the  un 
certainty  no  longer  and  risked  his  head  to  ease  his  fears. 

"  Sire,"  he  said  in  a  low  voice,  "  dost  thou  in  the  wis 
dom  of  thy  royal  pleasure,  meditate  any  further  punish 
ment  to  this,  the  last  of  the  Barmeks?" 

Harun  showed  no  anger  at  the  eunuch's  temerity ; 
instead  he  answered  with  more  of  gentleness  than  he  had 
shown  for  years,  "  Nay  ;  I  have  but  desired  the  presence 
of  his  wife  Gulnare,  who  is  my  daughter." 

No  eye  witnessed  the  meeting  of  the  two.  If  Gulnare 
remembered  the  last  time  that  she  had  seen  this  face,  and 
felt  again  the  lash  descend  upon  her  bleeding  shoulders, 
she  hid  the  recollection  in  her  gentle  breast  and  the  look 
she  fixed  on  him  was  only  filled  with  a  Christ-like  pity 
for  his  dying  helplessness. 

"  Come  hither !"  he  said  gently.  As  she  approached, 
he  put  out  his  hand  and  drew  her  to  her  knees  beside  him, 
that  her  face  might  be  upon  a  level  with  his  fast  dimming 
eyes.  He  was  pleased  that  she  showed  no  signs  of  the 
fear  which  a  weaker  woman  might  have  felt.  He  searched 
her  soul  deeply  with  his  eyes  and  at  last  withdrew  his 
gaze  sighing. 

"  Thou  art  my  daughter,"  he  said  gravely. 
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"  Yea,  I  know  that  I  am  thy  daughter."  Her  voice 
seemed  to  fall  upon  his  dulling  ear  with  a  shock  of  re 
membrance. 

"  Thou — thou  hast  thy  mother's  very  voice  !  "  he  ex 
claimed.  Gulnare  made  no  reply.  Her  heart  choked  in 
her  throat  with  a  sudden  realisation  of  the  magnitude  of 
the  wrong  which  this  dying  man  had  done  her  dead  mother 
and  her  living  self.  Harun  saw  the  struggle  as  it  pictured 
itself  in  her  face. 

"Thou  wilt  forgive  me?"  he  asked  at  last,  weakly. 
"  For  this  have  I  called  thee  hither  and  my  time  groweth 
short  in  which  to  hear  the  words.  Soon  shall  I  face  thy 
mother  herself  at  the  gates  of  Jannat-Aden.  It  may  be 
easier  for  me  in  that  hour  if  I  bear  to  her  in  my  hand  the 
earthly  pardon  of  her  daughter."  Gulnare  clasped  his 
hand  in  hers  once  more  warmly  and  eagerly. 

"  Hast  thou  no  thought  for  any  forgiveness  save  mine  ?  " 
she  asked,  a  thrill  of  entreaty  in  her  gentle  tones.  "  What 
is  the  worth  of  my  forgiveness,  compared  with  that  of  thy 
God's?  And  how  wilt  thou  dare  to  meet  Him,  without 
repentance,  without  a  saving  belief  in  the  Sacrifice  of  His 
Son  ?  Oh  turn,  turn,  while  yet  there  is  time,  and  believe 
and  be  saved  !  "  Harun  listened  quietly  and  without 
resentment. 

"As  I  have  fallen,  so  must  I  lie,"  he  replied  quietly. 
"  For  both  the  good  and  the  evil  I  must  be  judged  and 
punished  as  seemeth  fit  to  the  One,  the  Indivisible.  Thy 
Christ — I  know  Him  not.  Allah  will  faithfully  balance 
the  good  which  I  have  done  against  the  evil,  and  as  is  the 
result,  so  shall  I  be  rewarded  or  punished.  Allah  il  Allah. 
I  know  of  no  other  way.  I  grow  weary  now,  and  would 
rest  a  little."  He  looked  at  her,  hesitating  for  a  moment, 
as  she  still  knelt  beside  him,  distress  pictured  on  her  sweet 
face  that  she  could  not  lead  him  even  at  this  eleventh  hour 
to  comprehend  the  great  gift  offered  to  him. 

"  Wilt  thou—  He  hesitated,  then  spoke  in  a  stronger 
voice.  "  Wilt  thou  but  once  call  me  by  the  name  of 
'  Father '  ?  Then  shall  I  know  that  thou  hast  indeed 
forgiven  me  and  I  fancy  that  my  soul  will  pass  more 
peacefully  remembering  the  sweet  sound." 

Such  an    intense  wistfulness  was  in  his  face  that  her 
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heart  was  moved  to  pity.  She  breathed  a  fervent  prayer 
for  the  poor,  blind  soul,  going  out  into  the  unknown. 
Surely  God,  the  merciful  and  all-seeing  Father  in  whom 
she  believed,  would  understand  and  pity  and  forgive  ! 
She  need  no  longer  be  troubled  in  soul.  She  bent  over 
him  and  laid  her  lips  upon  his  forehead,  moist  already 
with  the  damp  of  death. 

"  Father! "  she  murmured.  "  I  forgive  thee  and  I  love 
thee  even  as  God  forgiveth  thee  and  hath  thy  soul  in  His 
keeping."  Her  reward  was  the  happy  smile  which  irradi 
ated  her  father's  face. 

"  Call — Masrur  !  "  he  murmured.  Masrur  was  aghast 
when  he  saw  how  near  his  master  had  drawn  to  the  Open 
Door.  He  hastily  summoned  the  physicians,  who  gave 
him  stimulants  under  whose  influence  he  revived  for  the 
moment,  and  motioned  Gulnare  to  remain  with  him. 

"  The  Prince  Mamun,  thy  son  ?"  asked  Masrur  anxiously. 
"Shall  I  not  send  a  swift  messenger  for  him,  by  thy 
grace?"  Harun  smiled  grimly. 

"  To-morrow,"  he  said.  "  He  will  then  be  in  time  to 
read  the  service  for  the  dead  above  my  body,  as  is  his 
right."  The  khalif  then  bade  the  eunuch  draw  a  paper 
from  beneath  his  pillow,  to  be  given  into  Mamun's  hands 
as  his  last  testament.  It  was  the  gift  of  a  suitable  yearly 
sum  to  be  paid  to  Muhammed  the  Barmek  as  the  dowry 
of  Gulnare  his  wife,  a  princess  of  the  royal  blood,  and  for 
the  support  of  his  mother,  the  Lady  Opheirah.  Then  he 
drew  Gulnare  again  down  to  him  so  that  he  could  whisper 
in  her  ear. 

"  It  was  I  who  saved  thy  husband  and  thee  on  that 
fatal  night,"  he  said  thickly.  "  I  did  it  because  of  thee, 
my  daughter  ;  wherefore  remember  me  kindly  for  the  act 
when  I  am  no  more." 

Then  Masrur  led  Gulnare  hastily  from  the  room  and 
returned  to  his  dying  master.  The  physicians  were  pour 
ing  more  of  the  powerful  stimulant  between  his  blue  lips 
and  they  motioned  for  silence. 

"  I  thought  that  moment  had  been  his  last,"  whispered 
one,  but  Harun  opened  his  eyes  under  the  spur  of  the 
medicine  and  fixed  them  on  Masrur. 

"  What  is  the  disturbance   I  hear  without  among  the 
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slaves  ?  "  he  asked  clearly.  The  attendants  looked  at  each 
other  ;  they  had  heard  nothing. 

"  Learn  quickly  and  report  it  to  me !  "  he  said  im 
patiently,  as  if  he  were  still  in  the  possession  of  his  youth 
and  strength  and  had  not  paused  for  that  one  moment  upon 
the  threshold  of  another  life.  At  a  warning  gesture  from 
the  physicians  Masrur  withdrew.  When  he  returned 
Harun  eyed  him  inquiringly.  The  stimulant  was  already 
failing  and  his  tongue  refused  longer  to  obey  his  will. 
Masrur  hesitated,  but  so  violent  an  anger  flamed  in  the 
eyes  of  the  dying  king  that  the  eunuch  obeyed  at  the 
sight  the  habit  of  long  years,  even  at  the  risk  that  the 
news  might  snuff  out  the  last  lingering  spark  of  the  vital 
flame. 

"  Thy  forces  have  captured  Beshir,  the  brother  of  the 
rebel  Rafi  ibn  Omeirah,  Sire,  and  being  nearer  to  thee 
than  to  the  Prince  Mamun  at  nightfall,  those  who  effected 
his  capture  have  brought  him  here  and  they  have  but 
now  dismounted  in  the  courtyard  with  their  prisoner." 
The  news  seemed  to  work  a  miracle.  The  speechless  and 
dying  king  sat  up  in  his  bed  and  spoke  in  a  clear,  loud 
tone. 

"  Bring  him  before  me !  "  he  commanded.  "  Haste  ! 
Dying  men  have  no  time  to  scatter  heedlessly  in  the  sloth 
ful  movements  of  stupid  slaves.  Bring  him  before  me 
instantly ! " 

Beshir  was  a  sorry  figure  when  he  was  led  into  the  sick 
man's  presence,  wounded,  half-clad  and  loaded  with 
shackles,  but  the  khalif's  eyes  burned  exultantly  as  they 
rested  upon  him.  The  room  had  become  crowded  at  the 
entrance  of  the  prisoner,  for  soldiers,  slaves  and  all  at 
tendants  had  seized  this  opportunity  to  creep  in  unnoticed 
that  they  might  satisfy  their  curiosity  as  to  the  appear 
ance  and  deportment  of  a  dying  king.  All  viewed  with 
manifest  amazement  the  man  supposed  to  be  dying,  for 
his  voice  wa^  clear  and  his  faculties  fully  in  his  possession 
as  he  hur!ed  denunciations  at  the  helpless  Beshir,  who 
made  no  reply,  save  such  as  lay  in  bold  looks  and  a  de 
fiant  mien.  At  last  Harun  turned  to  the  captain  of  the 
guard. 

"  Slay  him  !  "  he  cried,  pointing  at  the  prisoner.     "  Slay 
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him  here  before  mine  eyes,  that  I  may  know  that  the 
deed  is  accomplished.  Slay  him,  and  cast  his  body  to  the 
wild  dogs  of  the  desert  for  food  !  " 

The  captain  advanced  slowly,  sword  in  hand,  and  all  fell 
away  from  the  intended  victim.  Beshir  had  grown  pale, 
but  showed  no  other  signs  of  fear.  His  defiant  eyes,  fixed 
persistently  upon  the  khalif's  seemed  to  infuriate  Harun 
past  control.  A  froth  rose  to  his  lips  and  he  swayed  a 
little  as  he  sat  upright  in  his  bed.  A  physician  wiped  his 
lips  and  held  wine  for  him  to  drink.  He  would  also  have 
laid  him  back  upon  his  pillow,  but  at  this  Harun  pushed 
him  violently  away. 

"  Dogs !  would  ye  force  me  into  my  grave  while  yet 
my  body  is  warm  ?  Am  I  still  king,  or  am  I  dead  and  no 
longer  to  be  obeyed  ?  "  He  turned  fiercely  upon  the 
captain  who  stood  still  hesitating,  his  sword  drawn  in  his 
hand. 

"  Wilt  thou  slay  the  wretch,  as  I  have  commanded 
thee?"  he  demanded. 

"  Truly,  I  will,  Breath  of  the  Prophet's  nostrils  !  "  re 
turned  the  captain,  "  if  such  indeed  be  thy  will.  I  but 
waited  to  be  assured  that  such  was  indeed  thy  desire." 
He  lifted  his  sword  and  tried  its  edge.  A  murmur  ran 
about  the  room. 

"It  is  my  desire!"  cried  the  king.  "  If  I  had  but 
breath  to  say  a  single  word,  that  single  word  would  be 
*  Slay  ! ' ' 

Fate,  the  past-mistress  of  dramatic  art,  took  him  at  his 
word,  says  history.  As  the  shining  blade  swept  a  circle 
with  the  broad,  full  stroke  of  the  soldier's  practised  arm, 
as  head  and  headless  trunk  fell  crashing  together  to  the 
floor,  Harun  fell  back  upon  his  bed  with  a  little  gasping 
cry,  a  twitching  here  and  there  among  the  muscles  which 
had  not  yet  realised  that  their  day  of  servitude  was  past, 
and  then — unbroken  silence. 

What  was  the  meeting  of  the  two  souls  that  passed 
together  in  that  moment  ? 

The  slaves  hastily  removed  the  body  of  the  rebel,  and 
the  physicians  bent  anxiously  above  the  body  of  the  king; 
and  in  another  instant  all  knew  that  Harun  ibn  Mehdi  ibn 
Aboujaafar  ibn  Abdallah,the  Sanguinary,  King  of  Arabia 
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and  Khalif  of  Baghdad,  was  no  more,  and  his  two  sons 
reigned  in  his  stead. 

Mamun  the  unloved,  the  only  living  soul  who  mourned 
the  dead  king,  read  the  service  above  his  father's  bier. 
Aaron  the  Just  was  dead  in  the  twenty-third  year  of  his 
reign  and  the  forty-eighth  of  his  age,  according  to  the 
majority  of  historical  records.  He  left  behind  him  ten 
sons  and  fourteen  daughters  and  nine  hundred  millions 
of  dinars  in  his  private  treasury — and  not  a  single  friend. 
The  life  was  ended  of  a  man  whom  one  authority  has 
summed  up  in  these  few  words  : 

"  Of  dignified  demeanour  and  commanding  presence, 
learned  and  accomplished,  of  exquisite  taste  and  much 
discernment,  treacherous  and  devout." 


CHAPTER  XXXII 

So  fleet  the  works  of  men  back  to  their  earth  again ; 
Ancient  and  holy  things  fade  like  a  dream. — KINGSLEY. 

AWAY  to  the  north,  where  frowning  Taurus  keeps  vigi 
lant  guard  above  the  nestling  plain,  a  very  old  man  re 
clined  upon  a  pile  of  cushions  upon  a  housetop,  while  a 
young  man  paced  up  and  down  the  roof  on  the  side  com 
manding  a  view  of  the  highway  winding  up  from  the 
south.  By  the  side  of  the  old  man  was  a  salver  rilled 
with  vials  which  surrounded  a  crystal  goblet,  suggesting 
illness,  or  one  recovering  from  a  sickness.  But  the  face 
of  the  invalid  was  free  from  the  lines  usually  drawn  by 
suffering,  and  his  deep  eyes  shone  calmly  as  they  rested 
long  and  often  on  the  snows  of  the  distant  mountain- 
peaks.  His  snow-white  beard  flowed  like  the  foam  of  a 
mountain-torrent  down  over  his  simple  robe,  and  not  a 
single  jewel  gleamed  from  any  part  of  his  vesture.  Even 
his  hands  were  bare  of  ornament,  and  his  turban  was  an 
unornamented  silken  scarf  of  pure  white.  It  may  be  dif 
ficult  to  recognise  in  this  picture  Geber  the  physician, 
the  astrologer,  the  man  of  wealth  and  power ;  but  it  was 
indeed  he  who  now  raised  his  face  from  among  the  starry 
pink  blooms  of  the  arbutus  which  filled  a  great  bowl 
beside  him.  The  young  man,  Aba,  had  that  morning 
stolen  the  secret  of  their  perfumed  hiding  from  beneath 
the  dark  boughs  of  the  pines  on  the  distant  slopes  of  the 
mountains;  and  now  they  whispered  to  his  beloved  master 
as  he  bent  above  their  cool  and  sylvan  faces,  of  the  sweet 
dampness  of  decaying  leaves,  the  falling  of  silvery  waters, 
the  rustling  of  the  sad-voiced  pines,  and  the  springing  lilt 
of  a  mounting  bird. 

At  last  Geber  opened  his  eyes  and  raised  the  book  which 
had  fallen  from  his  fingers  to  his  knees. 

"  Are  there  yet  no  signs  of  her  coming,  Aba,  lad  ? " 
he  asked  anxiously. 

470 
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"  The  road  hath  no  travellers  upon  it  yet,  as  far  as 
mine  eyes  can  reach,"  replied  Aba,  straining  his  eyes  in 
the  failing  light  to  follow  the  white  gash  of  the  highway. 

"  Come  hither,  then,  and  read  to  me  this  line." 

Aba  approached,  and  taking  the  book,  read  the  line  in 
the  Greek  in  which  it  was  written. 

"  '  For  none  of  us  liveth  to  himself,  and  no  man  dieth 
to  himself.  For  whether  we  live,  we  live  unto  the  Lord ; 
and  whether  we  die,  we  die  unto  the  Lord  :  whether  we 
live,  therefore,  or  die,  we  are  God's.  For  to  this  end 
Christ  both  died,  and  rose,  and  lived  again,  that  He  might 
be  Lord  both  of  the  dead  and  the  living.  ...  So  then 
every  one  of  us  shall  give  account  of  himself  to  God.'  " 

Here  Geber  touched  his  arm. 

"  Ah,  Aba,  what  account  can  Geber  give  of  himself  to 
the  living  God  !  "  he  said  sadly.  "  Is  there  indeed  mercy 
reserved  for  such  as  I,  dost  think  ?  " 

"If  not  for  thee,  beloved  Master,  then  not  for  me  as 
well ! "  persisted  Aba  loyally.  "  I  know  naught  of  the 
crimes  upon  which  thou  dost  insist,  but  I  know  right  well 
the  virtues  which  are  thine,  and  the  healing  which  thou 
hast  brought  into  countless  lives.  Am  not  I,  thy  disciple, 
already  sought  even  from  a  distance  as  a  physician, 
because  of  thine  instruction?  And  all  the  good  I  do 
throughout  my  life  will  be  because  of  thee.  I  have  seen 
so  many  faces  brighten  and  so  many  sick  and  broken 
bodies  heal  and  mend  under  thy  hand  as  if  by  magic,  that 
as  I  look  back  across  thy  pathway  through  the  years,  it 
seemeth  to  me  to  be  paved  with  human  gratitude  as  with 
gold  and  precious  stones.  Who  hath  taught  the  world 
the  value  of  medicines,  the  wisdom  and  laws  of  the  stars, 
the- 

"  Ay,  Aba,  lad,"  interrupted  Geber,  "  but  all  these  are 
as  nothing,  compared  to  the  wisdom  of  this  Book,  which 
for  so  many  years  I  disdained  and  scorned  and  trampled 
under  my  feet." 

"  When  didst  thou  first  learn  to  pay  it  reverence, 
Master?" 

"  I  spent  many  years  at  the  learning,  boy.  I  learned 
slowly  and  unconsciously,  day  by  day,  while  my  heart 
was  yet  hot  and  rebellious  within  me  and  daily  planned 
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new  evil  that  I  might  accomplish.  But  the  first  lessons 
that  sank  deep  into  my  soul  came  from  the  lips  and  the 
daily  example  of  one  who  was  a  slave." 

A  commotion  in  the  distant  courtyard  interrupted  him. 
Aba  sprang  to  his  feet  and  Geber  partially  raised  himself 
from  his  cushions. 

"  Tis  a  miracle,  if  it  be  they  !  "  he  exclaimed.  "  Haste, 
Aba,  and  bring  me  word.  "  Let  the  woman  retire  to  the 
apartments  prepared  for  her  and  bring  the  good  bishop  to 
me  here,  if  but  for  an  instant.  My  soul  hungereth  for 
the  sound  of  his  voice." 

It  was,  indeed, the  expected  travellers. 

"  We  came  not  by  the  highway,"  said  Samuel,  looking 
deep  into  Geber's  eyes  as  they  still  clasped  hands,  "  for  such 
public  paths  are  unsafe  for  Christians  at  present.  I  heeded 
thy  summons,  Geber,  my  brother,"  he  continued  with  a 
puzzled  air.  "  I  knew  thou  wert  not  one  to  trifle  with 
such  a  subject ;  and  also  the  Lady  Gulnare  was  firm  in 
her  intention  to  come  to  thee,  because  of  some  solemn 
promise  to  thee  which  she  said  not  even  her  sacred  duty 
to  her  husband  Muhammed  could  precede.  The  young 
man  was  sore  perplexed,  for  never  before  had  his  gentle 
and  obedient  wife  insisted  upon  her  own  will,  even  refus 
ing  to  us  the  reasons  for  her  stubbornness.  Therefore  I 
accompanied  her,  to  see  that  no  evil  should  befall  her 
upon  the  way." 

"  It  is  time,"  said  Geber.  "  I  will  explain  her  promise 
to  thy  bewildered  mind  later,  friend  Samuel.  But  in  the 
meantime,  be  assured  that  I  mean  her  no  manner  of  evil." 

"  But  thou  hast  spoken  of  death  in  thy  message  to  me," 
persisted  Samuel.  "  Surely  thou  art  not  a  sick  man. 
Thy  face  is  even  younger  by  half  a  score  of  years  than 
when  I  saw  thee  last." 

"  Yet  but  a  little  way  rcmaineth  for  me  to  go,  never 
theless.  I  sent  for  thee  that  I  might  receive  thy  blessing 
• — that  of  a  man  of  true  holiness — ere  indeed  the  silver 
cord  be  loosed  and  the  golden  bowl  broken."  Samuel 
stood  astonished  for  a  moment,  as  much  at  the  new  tone 
as  at  the  old  familiar  words  uttered  by  these  lips.  Geber 
looked  frankly  into  his  face  and  smiled,  a  look  of  loving 
significance.  As  the  truth  forced  itself  into  the  bishop's 
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heart,  he  grasped  Geber's  hand  in  both  of  his  own  and 
fell  on  his  knees  beside  him,  expressing  his  overflowing 
emotion  in  a  prayer  of  praise  and  thanksgiving. 

"  But  first,  friend,  thou  must  hear  how  far  away  from 
the  path  I  strayed,  ere  I  heard  and  followed  the  call." 

"  Nay — thy  sins  are  for  thy  God  !  " 

"  True ;  but  for  thine  ear  also,  else  can  I  not  fully  re 
ceive  the  benediction  I  have  asked  of  thee." 

The  bishop,  seeing  how  greatly  the  confession  would 
relieve  the  sick  man's  soul,  yielded  and  listened.  A  long 
silence  fell  between  them  when  Geber  had  finished. 

"  Because  of  thy  great  wisdom,  Geber,  were  thy  sins 
the  more  magnified,"  he  replied  finally.  "  Still  may  I 
not  condemn  thee.  Thy  provocation  was  also  great.  No 
man  can  say  what  he  might  do,  were  he  pressed  by 
another's  circumstance.  A  man  may  only  thank  God 
when  he  is  spared  temptation,  for  no  man  knoweth  the 
limit  of  his  own  endurance.  Only  the  Master  who  hath 
fashioned  our  clay  knoweth  the  strength  which  He  hath 
infused  into  each  part.  If  one  vessel  cometh  from  the 
fire  perfected  and  another  doth  shatter  under  the  strain, 
who  shall  judge  of  the  value  of  the  shattered  vessel,  save 
He  who  designed  it  ?  Therefore  hath  repentance  been 
made  possible." 

"  And  free  will  ?  "  Geber  asked  not  as  one  who  cavils, 
but  as  one  asking  instruction  from  another  to  whom  hidden 
truths  have  been  made  manifest.  In  this  last  hour, 
especially,  his  passing  soul  longed  to  rest  free  of  doubt 
and  uncertainty. 

"  Ay,  there  lieth  the  stumbling-block  for  many,  and  I 
will  answer  thee  as  it  hath  been  given  me  to  see  in  many 
ponderings  and  prayers.  I  give  it  thee,  not  as  the 
undeniable,  but  as  that  which  hath  satisfied  mine  own 
heart's  finite  gropings  after  some  faint  foreshadowing  of 
the  infinite  will.  Even  thy  philosophy,  whose  unfathom 
able  beginnings  reach  back  into  the  mists  of  the  ages, 
doth  recognise  life  in  every  minutest  form  of  matter 
which  surroundeth  us.  And  that  life  obeyeth  one  great 
law,  from  the  stars  which  swing  unfalteringly  in  their 
orbits,  to  the  stone  lying  unheeded  in  the  dust  of  the 
roadway."  He  laid  his  hand  upon  one  of  the  chiselled 
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stones   in    the    coping    of    the   wall   against   which   he 
leaned. 

"  What  holdeth  this  stone  in  its  form?  Why  should 
it  consent  to  suffer  the  sharp  edge  of  the  chisel  and  the 
bruising  blow  of  the  mallet  which  formed  it  into  a  shape 
which  men  might  use?  Why  doth  the  earth  retain  its 
form  and  why  seeketh  man  a  habitation  with  his  brother 
man  ?  It  is  because  no  form  of  life,  from  the  dust  in  the 
path  to  the  star  in  the  heavens,  liveth  unto  itself." 

The  words  which  Aba  had  just  read  to  him  that  even 
ing  returned  to  him  with  a  little  start  of  wonder  at  the 
coincidence.  He  repeated  them  softly  aloud. 

"  For  none  of  us  liveth  to  himself,  and  no  man  dieth  to 
himself." 

"  Even  so  !  Seest  thou  now,  Geber,  the  point  I  strove 
to  make  ?  Every  life  liveth  to  every  other  life  ;  and  all 
live  to  God  who  created  each  and  all.  Each  hath  its 
appointed  meaning  in  the  great  scheme,  which  doth  so 
greatly  surprise  our  finite  comprehension  in  its  magnitude, 
that  we  are  bidden  for  our  own  sakes  to  accept  the  fact 
that  a  meaning  doth  so  exist,  with  the  faith  of  a  child 
who  obeyeth  its  father's  will,  yet  cannot  comprehend  that 
father's  plan. 

"  If,  therefore,  some  part  of  the  clay  crieth  out  rebel- 
liously  in  the  heat  of  the  fire,  '  Master,  the  pain  is  greater 
for  me  than  for  these  other  lives  in  this,  thy  vessel  ;  there 
fore  I  shall  yield,  and  shall  no  more  endure!  ' — is  it  not 
right  that  the  Potter  should  judge  that  vessel?  " 

Geber  listened  with  interest  to  the  bishop's  account 
of  the  visit  of  Gulnare  to  Harun,  of  his  death,  and  his 
bequest  to  her  and  to  Opheirah. 

"  Opheirah  hath  no  longer  even  a  portion  of  her  wits," 
he  continued  sadly,  "  so  that  we  are  forced  to  watch  her 
at  every  hour  in  the  day.  Once  she  escaped  her  son's 
care  and  wandered  back  to  Baghdad,  to  the  scene  of  her 
family's  power  and  greatness.  Here,  in  the  market-place, 
Masrur,  the  king's  eunuch,  came  upon  her  begging  for 
alms,  and  restored  her  to  us."  Geber  sighed. 

"  That  wicked  deed  weigheth  heavily  upon  me,  Samuel ! ' 
he  said.     "  Its  remorse  hath  eaten  up  my  joy  like  a  dis 
ease.     The  loss  of  the  Barmeks  hath  destroyed  the  em- 
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pire.  Gradually,  but  surely,  now  that  the  keystone  hath 
been  removed,  the  arch  which  upheld  the  nations  doth 
crumble  to  its  doom.  I  see  the  old  order  pass  away  and 
a  new  order  appear ;  I  see  strange  faces  and  strange 
peoples  ;  I  see  ruins  where  now  are  mighty  cities,  and  the 
scorpions  shelter  unafraid  within  their  crumbling  piles! 
I  see  the  wealth  of  the  nation  vanish  ;  I  see  kings  become 
slaves,  and  slaves  kings."  His  worn  face  was  lighted  up 
with  the  flame  of  prophecy  ;  the  bishop  drew  nearer  to 
him  and  took  his  cold  hand  in  his  warm,  close  grasp. 
His  face  was  troubled,  yet  eager,  but  Geber  continued 
unchecked  : 

"  But  I  see  more  than  this !  Afar  and  dimly  in  the 
future,  I  see  the  Son  of  God  lifted  up  and  worshipped 
among  us,  as  He  will  also  be  worshipped  among  all  other 
nations.  I  see  Him  descending  to  us  from  the  glory  of 
His  Father's  heaven,  and  ascending  again  to  glory  by 
his  Father's  right  hand—  He  stopped,  exhausted,  and 
Samuel  knelt  and  prayed  beside  him. 

At  supper-time  Aba  lifted  the  old  man  in  his  arms  and 
carried  him  within.  The  bishop  was  obliged  to  notice 
how  frugal  was  the  fare  compared  with  the  lavish  hos 
pitality  which  Geber's  house  had  formerly  shown.  He 
noted,  too,  now  that  they  were  in  the  light,  the  extreme 
simplicity  of  the  master's  costume,  and  he  missed  the 
familiar  bustle  of  the  crowds  of  slaves  and  servants  which 
within  his  memory  had  always  filled  Geber's  courtyards 
and  durka'ah.  While  they  ate  their  simple  meal,  waited 
upon  by  Aba  with  a  tender  solicitude  for  his  master's 
wants,  Geber  explained  Gulnare's  promise. 

"  But  surely — "  began  the  bishop,  aghast.  Geber 
smiled. 

"  Nay,  'tis  not  to  fulfil  her  promise  that  I  have  called 
her  hither,  but  to  release  her  therefrom.  My  body  will 
never  rest  in  the  mausoleum  which  licth  in  the  garden, 
unfinished  now,  even  as  thou  saw'st  it  upon  that  evening 
so  long  ago  when  we  looked  upon  it  together  for  the  last 
time  before  I  departed  for  the  City  of  Peace.  Alas ! 
For  me  it  was  the  City  of  Unrest — and  of  evil.  Now  that 
the  meal  is  finished  and  my  strength  is  renewed,  I  would 
have  thee  send  Gulnare  to  me  here  ;  but  one  thing  more 
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before  I  see  her.  My  wealth  hath  been  diminished  of  late 
years,  but  I  have  retained — 

"  Ah,  now  I  recall,  and  I  understand  what  hath  been 
puzzling  me !  "  Samuel  interrupted.  "  It  was  from  thy 
hand  that  the  churches  received  that  great  sum  which 
some  unknown  friend  sent  to  me  for  distribution — ay,  and 
it  was  Aba  who  brought  it  !  His  face  hath  altered  with 
the  years  past  recognition,  but  a  ghost  of  remembrance 
haunted  me  since  first  I  looked  upon  him  to-night  !  " 

"  I  have  been  happier  so,"  said  Geber  simply.  "  And 
now  I  shall  have  no  longer  need  of  even  the  sum  which  I 
retained.  Gulnare  is  well  provided  ;  Aba,  who  hath 
grown  to  me  like  a  son,  will  become  an  instructor  in  the 
great  College  of  Baghdad  upon  my  death,  and  there,  thou 
knowest,  the  payment  is  in  proportion  to  the  merits  and 
achievements  of  the  teacher,  so  Aba  will  have  no  need  of 
aid  from  me,  and  it  is  his  wish  that  this  should  be  as 
I  am  about  to  tell  thee.  Half  of  what  I  possess  at  my 
death  I  desire  to  go  to  thee,  dear  friend,  that  thine  old 
age  may  be  free  from  anxiety — nay!  In  this  I  will  have 
my  way  ; — and  the  other  half  I  desire  shall  be  given  to 
Yacuta,  the  daughter  of  Yakoub  ibn  Daoud,  with  the 
hope  that  she  hath  pardoned  me  for  what  of  wrong  in  her 
life  lieth  to  my  share  while  she  \vas  harboured  in  my 
house." 

"  As  regards  the  maid  Yacuta,  it  shall  be  as  thou  dost 
wish,"  returned  the  bishop  gravely.  "She  hath  devoted 
herself  to  good  works  since  Gulnare  accepted  her  as  a 
sister.  And  she  hath  listened  to  the  suit  of  Obeidah  ibn 
Ali,  who,  thou  wilt  remember,  was  once  the  scribe  of 
Jaafar  the  Barmek,  and,  it  appcareth,  his  nephew  as  well. 
Mamun  hath  given  him  a  post  of  honour  in  the  palace,  and 
Yacuta  hath  promised  to  become  his  wife  when  he  hath 
been  baptised  at  the  spring  ceremony.  But  for  mine 
own  part,  Geber, — is  the  money  mine,  to  do  with  as  I 
will?"  Geber  pondered  for  a  little  in  silence;  then  he 
smiled. 

"  Yea,  it  shall  be  to  do  with  as  thou  wilt.  I  had  in 
tended  it  otherwise,  but  I  know  well  that  thy  greatest 
happiness  will  be  to  give  it  to  those  who  are  needier  than 
thou.  Surely,  God  will  watch  over  His  servants,  nor 
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suffer  them  to  want  when  age  and  toil  in  His  service  have 
unfitted  them  for  further  usefulness.  I  will  have  faith 
for  thee,  as  well  as  for  myself." 

"  Then  do  I  thank  thee,  Geber,  and  heartily ;  though  I 
pray  that  it  may  be  long  indeed  before  I  receive  the 
gift." 

"  Thou  bestowest  no  compliment  upon  my  skill  as  a 
physician,  by  so  saying.  The  magician  cannot  foretell 
his  own  fate,  but  the  physician  should  surely  be  able  to 
read  his  own  symptoms.  And  mine  tell  me  that  the 
hours  which  will  chime  for  me  on  yonder  bell  are  few ! " 

Gulnare  approached  her  old  master  with  all  her  former 
feeling  of  timidity.  Although  now  a  matron  and  a  mother, 
Geber  was  still  to  her  the  master,  dreaded  for  his  harsh 
severity,  yet  loved,  by  some  strange  working  of  nature, 
with  a  passion  of  affection  rarely  felt  even  by  a  child  for 
its  parent.  The  memory  of  her  promise  festered  in  her 
heart.  She  would  fulfil  her  vow  indeed,  but  now  that  she 
believed  the  time  for  its  execution  was  drawing  near, 
its  fearful  import  tortured  her  imagination.  She  was 
filled  with  pity  as  she  saw  Geber's  helpless  condition,  and 
marked  the  enfeebling  changes  which  had  come  to  him  ; 
but  her  love  was  checked  by  the  harsh  frown  with  which 
he  greeted  her.  His  features  did  not  so  easily  lend  them 
selves  now  to  his  former  expression  of  harsh  cynicism, 
but  she  was  deceived,  for  she  expected  nothing  else  from 
him. 

"  Thou  hast  sent  for  me,  Master,  and  I  have  come." 
It  was  the  same  timid  tone  in  which  she  would  have 
spoken  seven  years  before,  and  indeed  it  seemed  to  both 
for  an  instant  that  the  years  had  slipped  away  and  master 
and  slave  were  but  about  to  commence  some  new  experi 
ment  together. 

"  Ay,"  said  Geber  harshly,  "  I  sent  for  thee.  The  time 
hath  come  in  which  to  remind  thee  of  thy  promise.  I 
suppose,"  he  continued  with  a  sneer,  "  that  all  these  years 
thou  hast  hoped  I  would  forget,  or  at  least  release  thee." 

She  recognised  with  a  sinking  heart  that  such  a  hope 
had  indeed  been  lying  hidden  in  her  thoughts,  but  she 
called  her  courage  to  her  aid  and  answered  proudly, 

"  I  have  come  at  thy  bidding,  Master,  and  I  will   fulfil 
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my  promise  as  I  gave  it  to  thee,  when  the  time  indeed 
cometh,  but —  She  paused  and  looked  at  him  wistfully. 
Then  the  tears  which  would  not  longer  be  controlled, 
burst  from  her  eyes,  for  she  saw  that  Geber  was  very  near 
his  end.  She  broke  into  a  low  wail  of  passionate  love 
and  pain. 

"  I  would,  oh  I  would  that  the  time  might  never  come ! 
That  thou  mightst  live  on,  and  I  with  thee,  though  even 
if  only  as  thy  slave  again,  unloved  but  loving  thee  with 
all  my  poor,  ignorant  woman's  heart,  content  if  I  might 
but  serve  and  care  for  thee !  Yet  alas !  Thou  hast  an 
other  now  to  do  all  this  for  thee,  another  whom  thou  dost 
not  hate  as  thou  didst  me — "  She  stopped,  choked  with 
her  sobs.  For  an  instant  Geber  himself  could  not  speak. 
The  sudden  realisation  of  all  that  her  proud,  loving  and 
delicate  soul  must  have  suffered  at  his  hands,  filled  him 
with  bitter  remorse. 

"  Gulnare !  " 

Her  sobs  ceased  in  sheer  surprise  at  the  strange,  new 
voice  which  spoke  her  name.  It  could  not  surely  be 
Geber's!  She  raised  her  head  from  her  hands  and  looked 
at  him  from  between  the  glistening  fringes  of  her  eyes. 

"  Gulnare,  wilt  thou  come  to  me?  See — I  am  helpless 
— I  cannot  go  to  thee  !  "  She  went  to  him  then  instantly, 
yet  shyly  and  in  amaze.  He  took  her  hand  and  held  it 
as  she  stood  beside  him,  while  he  told  her  all  the  stoiy 
which  she  did  not  know.  She  listened  awed  and  silent. 

"  'Twas  from  thy  lips,  child,  that  I  learned  my  first 
lessons  in  the  Truth,  and  though  I  put  it  from  me  again 
and  again,  it  returned  as  often  and  conquered  in  the  end. 
I  have  thought  of  thee  for  many  an  hour  as  I  have  lain 
upon  my  bed,  helpless,  save  for  Aba's  arms.  I  think  I 
loved  thee  even  from  the  first,  when  thy  mother's  life 
went  out  with  thy  first  feeble  wail.  If  I  had  not  loved 
thee  well,  I  had  not  hated  thee  so  deeply.  I  made  thee 
a  slave — thee,  the  daughter  of  a  king.  I  treated  thee  with 
every  harshness  and  severity.  I  meant  to  have  kept  thee 
ignorant  and  abased,  but  my  selfishness  had  need  of  thy 
dexterity.  In  wronging  thee  I  imagined  that  I  revenged 
myself  upon  thy  father  who  had  so  wronged  me. 

When  he  stood  above  thee  with  the  whip  in  his  cruel 
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hand,  then  in  a  flash  I  knew  that  I  loved  thee  and  had 
always  loved,  because  thou  wert  flesh  of  my  sweet  wife 
and  bone  of  her  bone.  Because  I  loved  thee,  I  gave  thee 
to  Muhammed  the  Barmck.  Because  I  loved  thee  and 
my  lonely  heart  would  not  longer  be  denied  at  this  last 
hour,  I  sent  for  thee  here,  that  I  might  hear  thine  own 
lips  say  that  thou  forgivest  me." 

"Forgive  thee!"  A  radiant  glow  of  happiness  illu 
mined  her  whole  face.  "  If  aught  remaineth  to  forgive,  I 
do  indeed  forgive  thee  with  my  whole  soul.  My  heart  is 
like  to  burst  for  joy  to  hear  thy  dear  lips  say  thou  lovest 
me.  Ah  Master !  Thou  knowest  not  how  sweet  are 
those  words  to  my  hungry  ear.  Often  have  I  kissed  the 
book  on  which  thy  hand  hath  rested,  when  at  my  work 
with  thee  in  the  laboratory.  A  crime  made  another  the 
father  of  my  body ;  but  God  made  thee  the  father  of  my 
heart!  Ah  pitiful  Christ!  If  I  might  indeed  but  have 
been  thy  daughter  in  truth,  loving  and  beloved  !  " 

"  Gulnare,  my  daughter,  my  beloved  daughter !  The 
hour  groweth  late  and  I  must  part  from  thee,  even  now 
in  the  first  hour  of  my  new-found  joy.  Ere  thou  goest 
to  thy  rest,  wilt  thou  kiss  me  once,  in  farewell?  I  have 
never  had  a  daughter.  I  loved  thy  mother  so  well  that 
since  I  saw  her  last  no  woman  hath  ever  lain  within  mine 
arms  or  known  my  caress.  Would  to  God  that  at  thy 
birth  I  had  conquered  then  my  hatred  and  revenge  and 
had  taken  to  my  heart  her  child  as  mine  own  !  But  now 
repentance  and  regret  alone  remain  to  me  on  earth.  Wilt 
thou  forget  the  years  of  mine  oppression  of  thee,  and  let 
me  for  this  one  blessed  moment  dream  that  thou  art  in 
deed  and  in  truth  my  daughter — my  child  and  hers?" 

Gulnare  threw  herself  sobbing  upon  his  breast.  The 
purest  joy  that  Geber  had  ever  known  flowed  like  wine 
through  his  veins, as  he  felt  the  weight  of  her  soft  form  in 
his  arms  and  the  warmth  of  her  clinging  lips  upon  his 
brow  and  cheek. 

"  I  thank  thee  !  "  he  said  softly.  "  Words  are  weak  to 
tell  thee  how  sweet  is  thy  forgiveness  and  thy  love.  The 
very  gates  of  heaven  have  opened  a  little  before  the  hour 
and  I  have  been  granted  a  glimpse  of  Paradise! " 

Late  into  the  night  the  bishop  •  arid  Geber  talked  to- 
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gather.  Aba  had  borne  his  master  again  upon  the  roof 
and  laid  him  upon  his  pillows  with  the  tenderness  of  love. 
Then  he  withdrew  a  little  and  kept  his  silent  vigil  with 
the  watching  stars.  He  brought  Geber  his  medicine  or  a 
strengthening  draught  as  the  hours  wore  on,  and  so  keen 
were  his  instincts  where  his  master  was  concerned,  that  a 
motion  was  sufficient  to  betray  the  moment's  need  to 
him,  and  a  glance  of  gratitude  was  a  full  and  separate  joy. 
To  both  Geber  and  the  bishop  these  moments  were  a  rare 
privilege.  Under  the  stimulus  of  sympathy  or  contro 
versy  the  sick  man  rallied  marvellously  and  for  the  time 
seemed  entirely  to  put  off  his  weakness.  At  last  Samuel 
asked  Geber  the  question  which  he  had  put  off  as  long  as 
it  was  possible,  yet  without  whose  answer  he  could  not 
allow  himself  full  comfort  in  his  friend's  conversion. 

"  God  hath  worked  His  miracle  in  thy  heart,  Geber,  and 
thou  hast  accepted  Christ — but  wilt  thou  tell  me  in  what 
manner  thou  hast  accepted  him  ?  Dost  thou  believe  Him, 
with  the  child-like  faith  to  which  we  are  commanded,  to 
be  in  truth  the  very  Son  of  God — as  One  without  whose 
death  the  world  would  still  be  plunged  in  the  darkness  of 
sin,  unredeemed  and  sinking  toward  an  utter  doom  ?  " 

Geber  remained  silent  for  a  little  space  ;  then  he  sighed 
in  bodily  weariness.  At  the  sound  Aba  held  instantly  to 
his  lips  a  cooling  draught  which  contained  a  powerful 
stimulant.  As  he  did  so  he  shook  his  head  warningly  and 
begged  Geber  in  a  murmur  to  spare  himself,  lest  the  lamp, 
being  burned  by  many  wicks,  should  be  empty  the  sooner. 
Geber  smiled  at  him. 

"  Better  a  great  blaze  for  an  hour  than  a  dull  glimmer 
for  many  hours  to  no  purpose,"  he  said.  "  For  thy  ques 
tion,  friend  Samuel  ;  I  will  answer  it  gladly  as  in  me 
lieth.  I  fear  my  mind,  through  the  gain  of  much  knowl 
edge,  hath  lost  the  privilege  of  becoming  again  as  a  little 
child's." 

"  I  feared  it !  "  said  Samuel  sadly.  "  They  who  have 
learned  to  demand  a  reason  for  the  shining  of  God's  sun 
can  never  be  content  to  accept  unexplained  the  shining 
of  His  mercy!  The  Father  saith  to  his  child,  '  Son,  I 
send  thine  Elder  Brother  to  thee.  Take  His  hand  and 
walk  with  Him  whither  He  goeth.  He  will  but  lead  thee 
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to  me.'  And  the  child  obeyeth  without  question  and  is 
happy.  But  thou  who  art  grown  wise, — oh  Geber,  thou 
dost  reply,  '  But  Father,  who  is  this  Elder  Brother,  of 
whom  I  have  never  heard  before  from  thee  ;  and  why 
should  I  take  His  hand  !  I  can  walk  alone  quite  easily.' 
Oh  Geber !  What  if  the  Father  should  then  reply  to 
thee,  '  Walk  then  alone  henceforth  and  in  darkness.  I 
sent  to  thee  a  guide  and  thou  wouldst  not  receive  Him. 
Wherefore  thou  shalt  not  find  the  way  and  my  face  shall 
be  hidden  from  thee  for  evermore  !  '  Geber  laid  his  hand 
reassuringly  upon  Samuel's  which  trembled  with  his 
emotion. 

"I  said  not,  dear  friend,  that  I  had  not  received  Him; 
but  only  that  my  mind,  constantly  taught  all  the  days  of 
my  life  to  demand  a  reason  for  all  things,  must  of  neces 
sity  ask  one  even  here.  And  surely,  therein  lieth  no 
wrong  !  If  we  may  demonstrate  without  wrong  the  mean 
ing  of  all  the  trifles  of  life,  surely  this  one  great  thing, 
upon  which  doth  hang  the  whole  of  eternity,  should  be 
able  to  withstand  some  small  questioning,  a  little  testing, 
a  search  for  proof  of  its  truth,  ere  trusting  utterly  to  its 
fidelity  !  Is  it  not  in  a  measure  belittling  the  strength 
and  truth  of  thine  own  God,  Samuel,  when  thou  shalt  say 
to  a  thinking  and  reasoning  being,  unto  whose  mind  the 
most  knotty  points  of  logic  are  as  playthings — 'Accept 
without  proof,  for  of  proof  there  is  none  and  to  question 
is  a  sacrilege.'  Would  not  rather  the  wiser  part  be 
for  thee  to  say,  '  Search,  test,  prove,  and  satisfy  thy  soul  ! 
—  It  may  be  that  thou  wilt  not  find  the  proof,  for  thine 
intelligence  is  but  as  a  little  child's,  compared  with  His 
who  formed  thee,  and  ofttimes  a  father  withholds  his 
reasons  from  his  child — but  whether  thou  shalt  find  the 
proof  and  the  reason,  or  not,  thou  mayst  rest  assured 
that  there  is  a  reason  and  a  proof  which  some  day  will  be 
clear  to  thee.'  This,  it  seemeth  to  me,  is  far  the  wiser 
course,  friend  Samuel !  "  The  bishop  sank  back  with  a 
sigh  of  relief. 

"  I  misjudged  thee !  I  feared—  Thou  dost  indeed 
believe  Christ  to  be  the  Son  of  God  ?  " 

"  Ay,  the  Son  of  God  and  our  Brother.  Saith  He  not 
that  we  are  all  sons  of  God  ?  " 
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"  There  lieth  behind  thy  words  some  hidden  meaning, 
Geber." 

"  Not  hidden,  only  unexpressed.  I  will  tell  it  to  thee. 
Thou  shalt  dwell  upon  it  in  thy  mind,  nor  condemn  it 
hastily,  remembering  that  each  man  seeketh  according  to 
his  own  light  and  findeth  according  as  he  doth  earnestly 
strive  in  seeking.  Not,  perchance,  as  doth  his  brother, 
but  if  his  own  conscience  approve  his  effort,  then  must 
his  judging  be  left  to  his  Creator. 

"  Perchance  thou  dost  forget  that  I  am  a  magician,  a 
master  of  Magians,  even  as  was  once  the  Christian  prophet, 
Daniel.  Had  I  but  remained  true  to  my  teachings, 
which  were  of  the  white  art,  I  had  by  now  been  an  adept, 
such  as  is  Ali  al  Fudail,  who  warned  me  faithfully  of  the 
punishment  which  I  was  preparing  for  myself. 

"  Three  Magians,  such  as  I  once  was,  came  from  the  East 
to  worship  at  the  feet  of  the  Child  in  Bethlehem."  Geber 
paused  a  little,  partly  to  renew  his  waning  strength  and 
partly  to  consider  how  most  clearly  to  put  his  thought  in 
words  for  the  mind  of  his  friend,  which  was  less  familiar 
with  the  history  of  Eastern  mysticism  and  who  had  not 
spent  the  greater  number  of  his  life's  years  under  the 
stern  tuition  and  in  the  daily  companionship  of  the  most 
advanced  adepts  in  the  world.  To  have  altered  the 
method  and  habit  of  belief,  formed  through  a  lifetime, 
would  have  been  to  alter  and  change  the  very  texture  of 
the  mind  itself.  Years  before,  when  he  had  fully  dis 
covered  its  faults  and  limitations,  Geber  had  entirely 
abandoned  the  Mohammedan  religion,  and  the  beliefs  re 
maining  to  him,  concerning  a  future  and  a  past  state,  and 
which  he  had  absorbed  unconsciously  with  his  mystic 
teachings,  could  scarcely  be  called  a  religion.  These  fun 
damental  religious  instincts,  however,  he  could  no  more 
relinquish  than  he  could  relinquish  the  alphabet  or  forget 
his  own  name.  Now  he  had  introduced  this  new  religion 
to  his  heart  and  soul,  and  it  had  become  just  as  truly  his 
and  as  integral  a  part  of  his  eternal  existence.  No  dis 
agreement  or  confusion  was  possible  between  these  two 
occupants  of  his  consciousness,  if  he  was  to  know  the 
peace  of  satisfied  truth  ;  therefore  they  must  be  recon 
ciled,  not  by  a  blind  and  careless  slurring  of  uncertain 
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quantities  to  attain  a  definite  end,  but  carefully  and 
thoughtfully,  point  by  point  as  they  had  arisen  during  the 
long  months  of  solitary  reflection,  and  as  he  could  best 
read  them  in  the  light  given  him. 

So  if  his  conclusions  were  erroneous,  the  bishop  who 
listened  realised  at  least  that  they  were  honest,  and  a  re 
sult  of  an  anxious  desire  for  pure  truth. 

Moreover,  it  was  not  considered  in  that  day  as  in  any 
degree  irreverent  to  discuss  openly  and  in  minutest  detail 
all  possible  questions  regarding  the  religion  of  Christ, 
which  could  arise  in  the  minds  of  doubters.  It  was  a  time 
of  change  and  regeneration.  Christ  by  His  teachings 
swept  away  figments  of  belief  which  had  been  fixed  in  the 
mind  of  man,  handed  down  and  taught  from  generation  to 
generation,  from  forgotten  ages.  The  new  plant  could 
not  properly  thrive  in  the  spot  from  which  the  old  had 
been  torn,  however  vital  might  be  the  life  of  the  young 
growth,  until  first  had  been  dug  out  every  far-reaching 
root  of  the  old.  So  argument  and  the  open  statement  of 
doubt  in  the  mind  of  one  struggling  for  the  truth  was  not 
only  admitted,  but  encouraged. 

To-day,  in  a  world  of  universal  belief,  the  ministers  of 
Christ  are  too  prone  to  denounce  as  sacrilegious  the 
honest  doubt  which  at  one  time  or  another  must 
almost  invariably  threaten  the  peace  of  belief  of  every 
thinking  mind  which  lacks  instinctive  faith  ;  for  faith  can 
not  be  manufactured,  and  must  come  as  the  direct  gift 
from  God,  either  by  divine  inheritance  or  in  reply  to 
urgent  prayer.  The  faith  is  rare  which  is  instanced  in 
the  reply  of  the  child  who  sturdily  defended  some  state 
ment  by  the  assertion  :  "  My  mother  said  it  was  so,  and  if 
she  says  it's  so,  it's  so  if  it  isn't  so." 

The  ministers  of  those  days  of  comparatively  early 
Christianity  listened  and  gave  aid  to  their  struggling 
brothers,  even  as  Samuel  listened  now  and  had  done 
hundreds  of  times  before. 

"  The  ignorant,  those  who  have  not  been  taught  the 
true  value  and  intention  of  the  suffering  in  this  life,  as  I 
have,"  continued  Geber  slowly,  "  believe  Christ  the  Son 
to  have  been  separated  physically  from  the  Father's  per 
son  in  the  highest  heavens,  where  they  reigned  jointly  in 
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illimitable  power  and  glory.  They  believe  that  He  was 
sent  upon  earth,  living  there  for  three  and  thirty  years,  as 
we  live,  suffering  as  we  suffer,  and  at  last  dying  a  linger 
ing  and  painful  death — which  pain  of  dying,  however,  two 
others  with  Him,  we  must  remember,  bore  even  longer 
than  did  He.  Thereby,  thou  sayest,  He  redeemed  the 
world." 

"  But  the  mental  agony  of  His  suffering,  Geber  !  " 
"  That  cannot  be  measured,  and  therein  lieth  the 
thought  which  I  would  express  to  thee.  Thou  knowest 
the  teachings  of  the  adepts,  that  man  who  doth  sin  must 
return  and  return  again  to  life,  until  at  last  by  his  suffer 
ing  he  hath  evenly  balanced  the  scales  of  divine  justice, 
weighted  against  him  by  his  sins.  The  Lazarus  of  to-day 
may  have  been  a  Dives  yesterday  who  sneered  at  want 
and  suffering,  and  now  by  enduring  in  his  own  body  the 
misfortunes  at  which  he  scoffed,  doth  learn  their  meaning 
for  the  salvation  of  his  soul.  So  that  when  he  doth  again 
return  to  earth,  having  assimilated  this  lesson  in  this  life, 
he  shall  begin  upon  a  higher  plane  ;  and  so  he  shall  con 
tinue,  until  having  been  perfected  through  suffering, 
he  shall  enter  into  the  joy  of  his  Lord.  Now,  if  we 
assume  that  there  be  any  truth  in  all  this,  Samuel— 
and  thou  knowest  the  many  millions  who  have  lived 
and  died  steadfast  in  this  belief — let  me  suggest  to 
thee,  in  all  humility,  how  it  hath  worked  in  my  mind  to 
the  satisfaction  of  the  urgent  demand  of  mine  intellect, 
which  doth  clamour  for  its  reconciliation  with  this  joy 
which  mine  heart  hath  gratefully  received.  Imagine  to 
thine  own  soul  a  man,  even  such  as  we,  who  shall  suffer 
all  things  of  all  men,  shall  be  tempted  and  tried  through 
many  existences  until,  having  been  perfected,  even  as  we 
may  one  day  be  perfected,  he  hath  come  to  be  one  with 
the  Father,  though  also  remaining  one  with  us,  and  hath 
entered  at  last  into  rest  and  joy  eternal.  But  having 
reached  this  plane  of  unalloyed  joy,  behold,  there  cometh 
to  him  a  vision  of  the  ultimate  fate  of  this  sin-blinded 
world,  toward  which  it  rolleth  unknowing  and  unwarned  ; 
the  fate  of  eternal  woe.  The  world  hath  forgotten  the  way 
toward  life,  and  each  existence  granted  to  a  man  for  the 
expiation  of  his  former  sin  but  serveth  to  plunge  him 
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the  more  deeply  into  the  forgetfulness  of  sin  ;  until  none 
is  left  to  show  the  truth  or  to  teach  the  backward,  thorny 
path  toward  a  lost  righteousness.  All  this  the  man 
doth  see  in  his  vision,  and  his  heart  is  sad  at  the  sight, 
as  it  may  well  be,  for  who  shall  help  the  doomed  people  who 
arc  even  now  dancing  gaily  upon  the  edge  of  the  abyss? 

"  Infinite  Justice  cannot  forgive  where  there  is  no  repent 
ance,  or  give  unto  crime  the  reward  of  hard-fought  virtue. 
Without  justice,  where  is  truth?  and  truth  is  the  founda 
tion  stone  of  the  universe.  Therefore  if  justice  be  done, 
an  eternity  of  mortal  existence  would  not  expiate  the  sins 
already  dragging  the  world  to  eternal  perdition. 

"  Then  this  great  soul  saith  :  '  Father,  I  am  indeed  Thy 
Son  and  have  acquired  eternal  bliss,  but  I  am  also  the 
Brother  of  these  who  sin,  ignorant  of  what  they  do. 
With  the  sanction  of  Thy  unspeakable  mercy  I  will  re 
linquish  this  my  heaven,  I  will  descend  unto  this  troubled 
earth  and  will  become  again  even  as  are  they,  a  man  to 
suffer  both  life  and  death,  yet  also  the  heir  to  Thy  throne. 
I  will  teach  them  anew  the  way  to  life,  so  that  they  may 
never  again  forget ;  I  will  take  upon  me  the  sins  of  the 
world,  since  otherwise  those  who  have  already  sinned 
must  pass  an  eternity  of  hell  in  the  expiation.  For  the 
end,  that  justice  and  truth  may  be  satisfied  and  the  eternal 
balance  preserved,  while  also  these  my  brethren  may  be 
saved  from  everlasting  torment,  I  will  take  up  again  the 
mortal  journey  through  the  ages,  which  I  have  just  com 
pleted  ;  through  age  after  age  of  sorrow  and  pain  will  I 
bear  their  sins  until  unto  Thy  eternal  justice,  oh  Divine 
Father,  I  shall  have  discharged  the  debt  and  set  free  from 
their  chains  of  sin  these,  Thy  people  and  mine  ! ' 

"  Think,  brother !"  continued  Geber,  his  voice  falling 
to  a  softer  tone.  "  Thy  life  hath  been  full  of  many  sor 
rows,  as  I  know.  When  the  time  cometh  that  God  shall 
call  thee  to  eternal  rest  and  bliss  with  Him,  thou  wilt  be 
ready  and  glad  to  go.  What  if  then  came  to  thee  the 
;command  when  the  very  gates  of  Paradise  were  opened 
<to  admit  thee  and  thine  eyes  were  already  feasting  hun 
grily  upon  the  joy  within — '  Descend  again  whence  thou 
earnest,  son,  and  live  again,  moment  for  moment,  the  life 
from  which  thou  hast  but  just  escaped.  Thereby  shalt 
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them  take  upon  thee  the  sin  of  an  erring  brother  and  make 
possible  his  salvation.' 

"  What  wonder  then  that  the  Son  of  God  faltered  in 
Gethsemane,  or  cried  upon  the  cross,  '  Father,  forgive 
them,  for  they  know  not  what  they  do ! " 

Geber  was  silent  from  sheer  exhaustion ;  Samuel  in  a 
mental  maze  as  he  thought  on  Geber's  words.  The 
mystic  theory  of  Karma  and  reincarnation  was  familiar 
to  him,  but  this  application  was  so  new  that  he  shuddered 
with  the  very  immensity  of  the  conception  as  Geber's 
meaning  became  clearer  to  him.  Should  he  allow  to  the 
theory  the  foundation  of  a  possibility  of  truth  ?  The  infinity 
of  the  sacrifice  involved  overwhelmed  his  finite  compre 
hension, and  the  sweat  stood  in  great  drops  upon  his  fore 
head  as  the  thoughts  succeeded  each  other  in  his  mind, 
and  confirming  words  and  phrases  followed  each  other 
rapidly  through  his  unwilling  consciousness.  So  occupied 
was  he  with  his  own  mental  strivings  that  he  had  not 
noticed  how  great  had  been  the  effort  with  which  Geber 
had  spoken,  toward  the  last  of  the  conversation. 

"  I  understand  thee,  Geber,"  he  said  at  last,  slowly. 
"Thou  hast  no  desire  to  belittle  the  sacrifice  which  the 
Son  of  God  made  for  thee ;  rather  is  thy  intention  to 
magnify  it.  Therefore,  whether  thou  comest  to  accept 
thine  own  version,  or  the  simpler  one  which  all  the  world 
hath  accepted,  finding  peace  and  salvation  therein,  the 
end  of  both  is  the  same  saving  truth — that  Christ  died  to 
redeem  sinners,  and  that  only  through  Him  shall  we  all 
live  again. 

"  My  brain  can  scarce  compass  the  magnitude  of  thy  con 
ception.  It  doth  rebel  against  the  strain  of  such  illimit 
able  sacrifice.  Hearing  thee,  I  feel  more  than  ever  grate 
ful  that  to  us  is  recommended  that  childlike  faith  which 
questioneth  not  nor  seeketh  proof,  but  doth  steadfastly 
believe ! " 

"  That  doth  steadfastly  believe,"  repeated  Geber  heav 
ily.  "  'Twas  but  a  thought.  It  seemeth  to  matter  less 
to  me,  now  that  I  near  the  moment  when  I  shall  see  no 
more  through  a  glass,  darkly.  This  only  remaineth  un 
changed  through  the  ages:  Christ  died  for  me,  and 
through  Him,  despite  my  sins  of  inky  blackness,  I  am 
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saved !     I  am  weary,  Friend  Samuel,  and  will  sleep.     To 
morrow  we  will  speak  again." 

He  sighed  with  the  weary'  and  contented  breath  of  a 
sleepy  child  and  turned  his  face  toward  the  east.  While 
the  words  of  the  bishop's  blessing  rose  solemnly  through 
the  still  night  air,  Geber  the  Master  fell  softly  asleep  and 
all  questions  for  him  were  answered. 

The  white  facings  of  the  finished  parallelogram  have 
vanished  ;  gone  too  are  the  books  and  the  instruments 
and  the  choicest  treasures  of  the  human  intellect  which 
were  once  collected  and  guarded  beneath  its  roof.  Gone 
even  from  the  memory  of  man  are  the  greater  number  of 
those  whose  fortunes  and  lives  Fate  here  interwove  in  her 
tangled  web.  Beside  its  defaced  wall  once  was  rounded 
a  grave  with  the  rites  of  Christian  burial.  Even  Time  has 
forgotten  the  very  place,  where  the  human  form  which  that 
grave  once  held  has  now  long  since  resolved  itself  again 
to  clay,  and  given  its  generous  breast,  in  the  divine  har 
mony  of  the  infinite  plan,  to  the  rose  or  the  lily,  as  a 
mother  nourishes  her  child. 

The  universal  law  of  change  has  laid  its  mutilating 
finger  upon  all  around,  but  Taurus  still  looks  out  over  the 
plain  as  he  looked  upon  that  winter  evening  nearly  eleven 
hundred  years  ago,  and  the  faithful  structure  within  the 
crumbling  wall  has  never  told  its  secret. 
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